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Preface 


This book is about groups in organizations. It provides a new set 
of theoretical perspectives about how to better understand and 
to design effective groups. The chapters explore determinants of 
work group effectiveness and strategies for designing effective 
groups. 

Groups are exciting phenomena; they pervade our very 
existence. In our world of work, much of our time is spent in 
groups. Policy committees, coordinating committees, staff 
meetings, loan committees, new product committees, labor 
management committees, quality circles, and advisory groups 
are only a few of the group assignments people find themselves 
in in organizations. Such groups serve as mechanisms for political 
representation, information sharing, involvement opportunities, 
or as areas for handling grievances. We all have participated m 
and experienced the excitement, enthusiasm, and power of 
groups. We also have spent lots of unproductive time in groups. 
One simple rationale for this book is that groups are a pervasive 
phenomenon; they dramatically affect our lives in both positive 
and negative ways, and we need to learn more about groups and 
to understand how to make them more effective. 

Another rationale for this book is that the literature on 
groups does not provide the intellectual guidance or models for 
understanding theoretically or practically how to design and 
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maintain effective work groups. In this set of chapters, new 
models are presented on leadership in groups, technology and 
group performance, intergroup relations, and so on. 

The third rationale is that there has been a renewed inter¬ 
est in groups m organizations. The projects on quality of work 
and work innovation that have emerged in the last ten years 
provide a unique arena for studying groups in organizations. 
Qu i y circles, labor-management participation teams, and au¬ 
tonomous work groups are a few examples of the types of 
groups that have proliferated in organizations over the past few 
yjars. Although these group mechanisms were introduced out 
o practical concerns for improving productivity, quality, and 
labor-management relations, they have provided abundant ex¬ 
perience in the realm of designing and managing groups. Given 
the renewed interest m groups from the perspectives of practice 
and research, it seems appropriate to review where we are, note 
he intellectual dilemmas in understanding groups in organiza¬ 
tions, and chart out new ways for designing and managing effec- 
tive work groups. 

stra * e gy ^ to limit this book to groups in organiza¬ 
tions. The particular focus is on performance groups-those that 
produce some identifiable good or service. These might range 
rom production groups (for example, coal-mining crews) to 
decision-making groups (for example, loan committees). Also 
our interest is in permanent as opposed to temporary groups. 

ermanent groups reflect the importance of historical and social 
context. The boundaries for this book are established to make 
our task manageable and to produce a focused product. Our in¬ 
terest m groups in organizations does not exclude acknowledg¬ 
ing the vast body of literature on groups and selectively using 
that literature m the following chapters. 

All of us who have contributed to this book hope it will 
stimulate new avenues of theoretical research and management 
practice. While researchers are one primary audience, we also 
want to influence the ways senior line and staff managers and 
consultants think about groups. Our strategy is to delineate the 
undamental issues about groups in organizations and to reori¬ 
ent both the theory and the practice of managing groups in or- 
gamzations. r 
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Overview of Contents 

In the first chapter, Paul S. Goodman, Elizabeth C. Rav- 
lin, and Linda Argote explore the current status of our knowl¬ 
edge about performance groups in organizations. The chapters 
that follow the introductory one try to increase our understand¬ 
ing of designing effective work groups. Some of the chapters 
focus directly on work groups or on determinants of work 
group effectiveness. Others draw from other research on groups 
that can increase our understanding of groups in organizations. 

Richard A. Guzzo, in the second chapter, examines two 
major lines of research about groups in organizations. The first 
line of research focuses on decision-making groups; the second 
concerns performance groups. Typically, work on decision mak¬ 
ing and that on models of group performance have been rela¬ 
tively independent. Guzzo’s contribution links some of the 
ideas from the models of group performance with models of 
group decision making. 

J. Richard Hackman and Richard E. Walton present a 
new theory of leadership in task-oriented groups in Chapter 
Three. The theory is built around three general ingredients that 
are critical to group performance: clear engaging direction, an 
enabling performance situation, and adequate material re¬ 
sources. The conceptualization of leadership functions is built 
from these three factors. 

In Chapter Four, Paul S. Goodman provides a new per¬ 
spective on understanding the meaning of task and technology 
on group performance. Limitations of current usages of task 
and technology are identified, and then a new interdisciplinary 
perspective is provided. 

Richard E. Walton and J. Richard Hackman, in Chapter 
Five, distinguish between organizational contexts that are char¬ 
acterized by control and by commitment. The authors explore 
the differences between the types of groups and the functions 
of groups within these two organizational contexts. Of particu¬ 
lar interest in this chapter is the treatment of formal and infor¬ 
mal groups and new perspectives on the critical functions of 
groups within organizations. 

A different level of analysis—intergroup relations—is 
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undertaken in Chapter Six, by Jeanne M. Brett and Jorn Kjell 
Rognes. Although previous chapters have focused on the group 
as the key unit of analysis, it is clear that groups in organiza¬ 
tions are linked together. This chapter begins by examining the 
nature of intergroup relations, causes of differences among 
groups, and ways to improve intergroup relationships. 

The next three chapters are designed to provide different 
disciplinary views about groups. In the first five chapters we fo¬ 
cus specifically on groups in organizations. In the next three, we 
wanted to step back to see how some different disciplinary per¬ 
spectives might contribute to our understanding of groups. 
Helen B. Schwartzman provides an anthropological view of 
groups in organizations in Chapter Seven. She demonstrates that 
cultural biases can shape the way we think about work group ef¬ 
fectiveness and shows how such biases have influenced research 
in this area. Schwartzman also develops some alternative meth¬ 
odological and theoretical ways of understanding groups. 

Chapters Eight and Nine provide two different social psy¬ 
chology perspectives for viewing groups in organizations. Bibb 
Latane, in Chapter Eight, examines the relevance of a large 
body of literature in social psychology, to which he has contrib¬ 
uted, that deals with phenomena such as social loafing and so¬ 
cial facilitation. James H. Davis and Norbert L. Kerr, in Chapter 
Nine, focus on a distinguished body of research on group deci¬ 
sion making, particularly on how methodology used in that re¬ 
search might apply to work on groups in organizations. 

The final two chapters provide both reviews of and com¬ 
ments on critical issues about groups in organizations. In Chap¬ 
ter Ten, L. L. Cummings focuses on themes and “disturbing 
contributions” in the chapters of this book. Joseph E. McGrath, 
in Chapter Eleven, examines ten critical needs for the study of 
groups at work. 

Genesis of the Book 

The unique feature of this book is the caliber of contrib¬ 
utors. Linda Argote, Jeanne M. Brett, L. L. Cummings, James 
H. Davis, Richard A. Guzzo, J. Richard Hackman, Norbert L. 
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Kerr, Bibb Latane, Joseph E. McGrath, Elizabeth C. Ravlin, 
Jorn Kjell Rognes, Helen B. Schwartzman, and Richard E. Wal¬ 
ton have produced significant contributions to the field. 

It is important for the reader to understand the process 
by which this book was completed. We organized the book by 
“people” rather than by content. That is, we tried to identify 
people who have made important contributions to research on 
groups with particular emphasis on groups in organizations. 
However, we did not want the focus to be too narrow, so we 
also invited people who have contributed to the literature pf 
research on groups in areas that bear on groups in organiza¬ 
tions. We contracted with each author or team of authors fpr 
an original chapter—one that would extend our thinking about 
theory and practice. When the initial drafts were completed, 
they were circulated to all contributors. We then met at Carnp- 
gie-Mellon University for two days of intensive discussion to 
generate new ideas on each chapter. Tapes of the workshop dis¬ 
cussions were given to the contributors to use in revising their 
chapters. 

The intellectual effectiveness of the workshop format in 
generating new ideas was based on our work with a group of 
faculty members from Carnegie-Mellon University and the Uni¬ 
versity of Pittsburgh, who served as “provocateurs” for the dis¬ 
cussion of the chapters. The group included Linda Argote, Rob¬ 
ert Atkin, Jack Brittain, Lance Kurke, John Levine, Daniel 
Levinthal, and Richard Moreland. 

The major support for this endeavor came through a con¬ 
tract with the U.S. Bureau of Mines. The contract is part of a 
larger research program called the Carnegie-Mellon Coal Research 
Program, which is involved in investigations of absenteeism, 
group productivity, and safety. We appreciate the interest and 
support of our project officers, James Peay and Robert Peters. 
Marilyn Samples Hersh, the administrative assistant of the Coal 
Project, was responsible for all administrative aspects relevant to 
the workshop and completion of this book. 


Pittsburgh , Pennsylvania 
February 1986 


Paul S. Goodman 
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Current Thinking 
About Groups: 
Setting the Stage 
for New Ideas 

Paul S. Goodman 
Elizabeth C. Ravlin 
Linda Argote 


A brief review of the literature on groups in organizations should 
prepare you for what follows in this book. This chapter will 
provide a brief status report of what we know and do not know, 
focusing on where we are now while the other chapters focus on 
new perspectives for thinking about groups in organizations. 

Our review is selective and thematicijFor example, we re¬ 
view models of group performances Our intention is not to enu¬ 
merate all possible models of group performance and the corol¬ 
lary empirical evidence related to these models. Rather, we will 
select some representative models and then extract the basic 
themes and issues that characterize these models. We also review 
some of the empirical studies relevant to groups in organiza- 
tions.JOur strategy is to illustrate areas of empirical interest ra¬ 
ther than to give a detailed cataloguing of findings. We focus 
primarily on literature on groups and groups in organizations 

Note: Support for this paper was sponsored by Bureau of Mines 
Contracts J0100069, J0328033, andJ0123040. 
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over the last five years, making use of recent reviews (McGrath 
and Kravitz, 1982; Zander, 1979; McGrath, 1984). However, 
given the dearth of information about permanent groups in or¬ 
ganizations, we also selected influential research pieces from 
prior time periods. 

The review is organized into two parts. The first part 
examines some current models of group performance. The sec¬ 
ond part provides a brief review of some empirical evidence 
about groups in organizations. The basic strategy is to capture 
how we currently think about groups. This will set the stage for 
new directions in thinking about groups in organizations. That 
is the role of the subsequent chapters. 

Groups in Organizations: Current Models 

In reviewing several current and/or influential models of 
group performance in organizations, our choice of models is 
illustrative rather than comprehensive. The models are pre¬ 
sented, compared, and finally explored with a set of critical is¬ 
sues in the development and specification of these models. 

Team Performance Model. A model by Nieva, Fleishman, 
and Rieck (1978) was selected because it was part of a well- 
constructed review of the performance of groups, and it de¬ 
velops some strategies for a taxonomy of team performance. 
The basic thesis of their model (see Figure 1-1) is that team per¬ 
formance is a function of four variables: external conditions, 
member resources, team characteristics, and task characteristics 
and demands. Performance is divided into task behaviors by 
individuals and task-related behaviors at the team level. The 
individual performance functions refer to specific job behaviors 
performed by an individual (for example, pushing a lever, moni¬ 
toring a machine). Task-related team function requires interac¬ 
tion and coordination among members. Individual task behavior 
and team behaviors determine the group’s performance. In some 
tasks (for example, additive tasks), the role of individual task 
behaviors may be more important than team task behaviors in 
affecting performance. In other tasks, team behaviors may be 
crucial in determining team performance. 





Current Thinking About Groups 


3 


Figure 1-1. Nieva, Fleishman, and Rieck’s Conceptual Model 
of Team Performance. 
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Source: Nieva, Fleishman, and Rieck, 1978. 


External conditions simply acknowledge that most groups 
are part of a larger social system. This larger social system deter¬ 
mines to a large extent the membership in the group, the struc¬ 
ture of the group, and the procedures by which the group car¬ 
ries out its function. Member resources refer to the ability, 
motivations, and personality characteristics of the member. 
Team characteristics refer to the structural aspects of the group. 
Size, communication patterns, team climate, and authority 
structure are all examples of team characteristics that bear on 
performance. The arrows in Figure 1-1 indicate that team char¬ 
acteristics are affected by members’ resources. For example, 
member characteristics can affect the degree of homogeneity in 
the group or the communication pattern. Task characteristics 
and external conditions also affect team characteristics. Team 
characteristics, in turn, can affect either individual task perfor¬ 
mance or team task behaviors. For example, group size will af¬ 
fect coordination (a team task behavior). Task characteristics 
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and demands specify the kinds of activities that are permitted. 
That is, task characteristics determine individual task behaviors 
and team task behaviors. Task characteristics in turn are af¬ 
fected by external conditions. 

Model of Task Group Effectiveness. We selected a model 
of task group effectiveness by Gladstein (1984) because it is 
representative of current models on groups in organizations and 
it is one of the few models to be formally tested with a large 
sample of work groups. The initial model by Gladstein (see Fig¬ 
ure 1-2) is a revised version of a model by McGrath. It begins 
with a series of inputs: group composition , which is measured in 
terms of variables such as organizational and job tenure, and 
group structure , which includes group roles, size, leadership 
characteristics, and so on. These variables affect a second class 
of variables— group process . Figure 1-2 illustrates the interrela¬ 
tionships among the variables. Most of the group-level and or¬ 
ganizational-level variables have a direct effect on effectiveness 
and an indirect effect through group process. The group task 
variable plays a different role. It moderates the relationship be¬ 
tween the process variable and effectiveness. Organizational 
structure is predicted to affect group structure. 

The Gladstein model is one of the few in this literature 
that have been formally tested. Using a sample of approxi¬ 
mately a hundred sales groups, a variety of sophisticated multi¬ 
variate procedures were used to test aspects of the model. As is 
often the case, the tests of complicated models such as this one 
are inconclusive. Some of the findings indicate group process 
was not related to actual sales and the moderating effect of task 
on the process-effectiveness relationship was not supported, two 
results contrary to other studies on groups. The effect of group 
structure on process relationships, however, was supported. 

Sociotechnical Model. The sociotechnical framework is a 
major intellectual perspective for understanding groups in or¬ 
ganizations. Trist and Bamforth’s (1951) well-known studies of 
coal mines articulated the importance of designing groups in a 
way to reflect the optimum fit between technology and social 
characteristics and set the stage for new forms of work groups 
in organizations, particularly autonomous work groups or self- 






Source: Gladstein, 1984. 
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designing teams. In a nice piece of research by Kolodny and 
Kiggundu (1980), a more differentiated model of the sociotech- 
nical approach to groups is presented and employed in a study 
of work groups harvesting timber. 

Figure 1-3 captures the basic elements of this sociotech- 
nical model. Organizational arrangements concern the basic or¬ 
ganizational decisions that constrain the work groups. This in¬ 
cludes number of shifts, the schedules of hours worked, group 
size, patterns of rotation, machines used, assignment of work 
areas, transportation arrangements, policies about work inter¬ 
dependence, interaction, and so on. Task conditions refer to 
the physical environment of work. Harvesting of wood is af¬ 
fected by weather, terrain, density of trees, and other physical 
factors. Group characteristics refer to the demographic and cul¬ 
tural background of group members. These variables, in turn, 
affect: 

1. Group interaction , referring to the pattern and work activ¬ 
ity among group members. In wood harvesting, there are 
strong interdependencies between certain members such as 
operators and mechanics. The character of this interaction 
pattern is a predictor of group effectiveness. 

2. Technical skills of the operators, mechanics and supervi¬ 
sors. 

3. Supervision and leadership. Supervision refers to the qual¬ 
ity of supervisory functions performed by formally ap¬ 
pointed individuals. Leadership refers to the informal influ¬ 
ence pattern among work group members. 

The critical aspect of the model is not only the selection 
of variables but also the interrelationship among the variables. 
Task conditions, group characteristics, and organizational ar¬ 
rangements determine the nature of the interaction among the 
variables within the rectangle. The relationships among technical 
skills, leadership, and group interaction determine group perfor¬ 
mance. The group outcome or effectiveness variables have direct 
feedback effects on the variables in the model and leadership and 
supervision, which in turn affects organizational arrangements. 




Figure 1-3. A Sociotechnical Systems Model and Its Key Variables. 
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While this model is not formally tested, it is used to ex¬ 
plain variation in work group performance. The concepts pro¬ 
vide a nice way to organize some complex phenomena and shed 
light on some determinants of group performance that are not 
often recognized in the literature. 

A Normative Model Hackman is one of the major current 
researchers on groups in organizations. A number of his papers, 
such as Hackman and Morris (1975), have been influential in 
shaping our thinking about work groups. 

The main structure of the Hackman model (1983) ap¬ 
pears in Figure 1-4. Effectiveness is defined in terms of whether 
the group output meets or exceeds organizational standards, 
whether member needs are more satisfied than frustrated by the 
group experience, and the propensity of members to work over 
time. The intermediate criteria includes the level of member 
effort , amount of knowledge and skill applied to the task , and 
the appropriateness of the performance strategies used by the 
group. The relative importance of these three criteria on group 
effectiveness depends in part on the nature of the material re¬ 
source requirements. In some technologies, all three are impor¬ 
tant determinants; in other technologies only effort may be 
important. The intermediate criteria, in turn, are affected by 
two classes of variables. The design aspects of the group include 
the nature of the group task, the composition of the group 
(homogeneity versus heterogeneity), and group norms about 
performance strategies. The organizational context includes re¬ 
ward, education, and information system. 

Other Models. While our purpose is to illustrate and not 
to be exhaustive, we will briefly enumerate some other models 
of group performance. We would be remiss in not noting Stein¬ 
er’s work (Steiner, 1972). His book is one of the more signifi¬ 
cant intellectual pieces in the groups literature. His basic model 
views performance as a function of task demands, resources 
(for example, member knowledge and abilities), and processes 
(that is, all the individual and collective actions of people who 
have been assigned a task). Shiflett (1979) has expanded some 
of Steiner’s notions into more formal mathematical representa¬ 
tions. Cummings (1981) and Herold (1978) have developed 





Figure 1-4. Hackman's Overview of the Normative Model of Group Effectiveness. 
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group performance models that parallel the four models we dis¬ 
cussed earlier. 

Comparison of Models. Our understanding of the current 
status of groups in organizations may be sharpened by compar¬ 
ing and evaluating these models. This analysis provides the con¬ 
text and rationale for the other chapters in this book. A cursory 
review of Figures 1-1 to 1-4 indicates marked commonalities. 
All the models embrace the same levels of analysis—that is, we 
understand groups in terms of the group, individual, and organi¬ 
zational levels of analysis. There are many similarities in terms 
of the specific variables. Antecedent variables such as task char¬ 
acteristics, group composition, and organization factors appear 
in the models. Group process variables are important in all the 
models but more explicit in Figures 1-2 and 1-3. All the models 
describe a general concept of group effectiveness that should be 
relevant for different types of groups. The form of these models 
is also very similar. In one sense, they “flowchart” the inter¬ 
relationships among a set of variables. The relationships are 
specified in terms of direction (that is, with arrows) rather than 
in terms of functional form or weights among variables. The 
variables, also, are specified in a fairly aggregate form. 

Commonalities far outweigh differences, but some con¬ 
trasts are apparent. Hackman (Figure 1-4) introduces the idea of 
intermediate and final criteria. The other models focus on a 
final criterion. The Nieva, Fleishman, and Rieck model (Figure 
1-1) pays more attention to the differences between individual 
performance in a group setting and team performance in a 
group and specifically develops a taxonomy of team perfor¬ 
mance. We would assume the “architects” of these performance 
models acknowledge that there are feedback loops in their 
frameworks. The Kolodny and Kiggundu model makes these 
feedback loops more explicit. 

While it is possible to point out other divergences among 
these models of group performance, our judgment is that the 
models are very similar. The source of the similarity comes from 
similar training experiences of the “architects,” the influence of 
a few dominant models such as McGrath’s, and the fact that the 
class of variables in these models have been the subject of em¬ 
pirical investigation over the last twenty to thirty years. 
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Issues in Model Development and Specification. Our ac¬ 
count of the group performance models has been very descrip¬ 
tive. These models depict the current state of art in theorizing 
about groups in organizations. In this section we take a morf 
critical stance by identifying some of the critical problems or is¬ 
sues with these models that should point to new directions of 
strategies for research and theorizing about groups. 

Most of the current theoretical work generates heuristic 
models. These are useful for presenting a conceptual mapping 
of variables, but they are not in a form that allows for identify¬ 
ing the critical variables or understanding the interrelationships 
among these variables. Heuristic models need to be recast into 
more fine-grained models if we are to extend our understanding 
of groups. At minimum that would mean both identifying the 
relevant variables and specifying the functional relationships 
among these variables to the criterion variables. 

The reason for moving toward a more fine-grained analy¬ 
sis is threefold. First, it will help uncover nonobvious, interest¬ 
ing relationships. For example, in one study (Goodman, 1979) 
we found the relationship between number of workers and 
labor productivity to be in the form of an inverted U. Within a 
certain range, variation in crew size was not related to produc¬ 
tivity. After a point, increasing the crew reduced the productiv¬ 
ity of the marginal workers. In another analysis m the sarpe 
study, the impact of crew cohesiveness on productivity ap¬ 
peared under conditions of high process uncertainty. That is, on 
a day-to-day basis, cohesive groups that were positively disposed 
toward the company did not produce more, on average, than 
groups low in cohesiveness. However, when there were condi¬ 
tions of high production uncertainty brought about by environ¬ 
mental factors, productivity of the cohesive groups was higher. 
The point of these examples is to show that there were soipe 
unique interaction effects among variables that may explain 
productivity differences. One can uncover these relationships by 
more carefully examining the functional relationships among 
the variables. 

The second reason for pushing toward a more fine-grained 
analysis is that it will sharpen our construct specification. Most 
constructs in the models we discussed are very broad in nature. 
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Organizational arrangements include a whole host of variables. 
Skill or knowledge is available in most group performance mod¬ 
els. In the abstract it is hard to know how to use that variable. 
Are we talking about general education, job experience, or a 
specific set of activities? In a study by Kolodny and Kiggundu 
(1980), one factor in distinguishing between high- and low- 
productivity crews was the skill of the operator in sensing pos¬ 
sible breakdowns, diagnosing the problem, and being able to 
override automatic controls. Skill was not then the general capac¬ 
ity to operate the machines. Rather, skill as it related to pro¬ 
ductivity was a unique package of skills relevant to a particular 
condition of uncertainty. To identify the appropriate meaning 
of skill requires, among other things, an intimate knowledge of 
the production process. 

Third, in their current form, it is difficult to assess the 
confirmability or disconfirmability of any of the models. For 
example, Gladstein reports that group process variables were 
not related to an effectiveness measure scale. However, almost 
all group performance models assert that group process is re¬ 
lated to effectiveness. What does this result say about the mod¬ 
el? It is always possible to generate reasons (for example, bad 
measures) for the absence of an expected empirical relation¬ 
ship, but listing the reasons is unlikely to tell us about the good¬ 
ness of the model. Our position is that the very general specifi¬ 
cation of these models precludes assessing the models’ validity, 
whether the empirical relationships appear as predicted or not. ’ 

A second issue in current models of group performance 
concerns the criterion variables. The models seem to either 
specify a general construct of effectiveness (for example, Figure 
1-4) or specify some dimensions of effectiveness. The former 
position is not very viable since effectiveness per se is not a very 
clear concept. The dimensional approach, as illustrated in 
Hackman’s model, appears to be a more useful approach in that 
it attempts to delineate what effectiveness means. The critical 
issue in fhe dimensional approach is whether the different di¬ 
mensions are all explained by the same model. For example, is 
the model that explains individual performance the same as the 
one that explains task performance, or are the variables that ex- 
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plain group performance the same variables that explain mem¬ 
ber satisfaction? Findings from some of the communication net 
studies indicate the group structures that covary with satisfac¬ 
tion do not necessarily predict performance variation (Shaw, 
1976). The point is that we probably need a more differentiated 
set of models as we delineate the concept of effectiveness. 

The third issue concerns the generalizability of the mod¬ 
els. Generalizability here refers to explanatory and predictabil¬ 
ity of the models across different types of groups. The Kolodny 
and Kiggundu model (Figure 1-3) was derived from a wood¬ 
harvesting group production task. Gladstein’s model focuses on 
sales teams. In the former group, the nature of the machinery, 
technological arrangements, and physical environment dominate 
the group process, while in the latter group, the labor compo¬ 
nent is probably more important. An issue is whether we can 
construct models that are generalizable across different settings 
(for example, harvesting as opposed to sales) and within a set¬ 
ting across different forms of group activities. For example, 
within any given setting, a group may be involved in a produc¬ 
tion task (for example, mining coal) or in a decision-making 
task (for example, deciding where to mine coal or how). The 
question still remains whether the model that is useful in ex¬ 
plaining performance tasks fits a decision-making task, within 
the same technology. 

The last issue concerns the role of time in any of these 
models. We do not expect the explanatory variables to have an 
instantaneous effect on performance. A refined model of group 
performance should tell us something about the lagged struc¬ 
ture among variables. Basically we need to learn more about 
dynamic processes in groups in organizations. We need to do 
more than indicate that there may be feedback loops. 

The basic thrust of this argument is that (1) there are a 
set of viable current models of group performance in organiza¬ 
tions, which provide a useful way to organize our thinking 
about how groups operate in organizations, and (2) there is a 
need to improve on these models. Improvement can come in a 
number of ways: better understandings of the set of critical 
variables that affect performance, better conceptualization of 
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these variables, better understanding about the functional rela¬ 
tionship among variables, more concern for stating models in a 
way that allows for confirmability or disconfirmability, more 
recognition of the role of level of analysis in understanding 
group performance, and a more careful consideration of the 
generalizability of models across different settings. 

While the chapters in this book do not resolve all these 
problems, they provide new directions for resolving some of the 
theoretical issues enumerated above. For example, some of the 
chapters move from general models of groups performance to 
focusing on critical variables (for example, in Chapter Three by 
Hackman and Walton on leadership). This movement toward 
more middle-range” theorizing seems promising in that we 
should have a more detailed view of the phenomena in question. 
Other chapters (for example, Goodman’s Chapter Four) focus 
on the issue of the generalizability of models of group perfor¬ 
mance and approaches to develop models that are confirmable 
or disconfirmable. 

We also recognize that theoretical developments about 
groups in organizations should come from people not solely in¬ 
volved in research about groups in organizations. So Latane in 
Chapter Eight and Davis and Kerr in Chapter Nine provide a dif¬ 
ferent social psychological perspective on groups. Similarly, 
Schwartzman in Chapter Seven provides an anthropological per¬ 
spective. 


Group Effectiveness: Empirical Evidence 


In reviewing some of the empirical work on groups, our 
goal is to provide a brief status report on the empirical research 
related to group performance in organizations in order to set 
the stage for the other chapters in this book. The focus is more 
on identifying areas that have been researched and summarizing 
what we know rather than critiquing specific studies. We will, 
however, provide a brief commentary on that research litera¬ 
ture. 

( The review covers research on group performance pub- 
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lished since 19 79. l j Studies are included if they measure group- 
level outcomes (for example, performance) of groups with 
interdependent tasks. Therefore, this review does not exam¬ 
ine studies in which outcomes of performance, satisfaction, 
or absenteeism are measured at the individual level or studies 
of coacting groups (for example, Kerr and Bruun, 1981). This 
approach eliminates most attitude studies and many studies 
on participation that did not utilize the group level of analy¬ 
sis (for example, Jackson, 1983). The interest here is in research 
related to group outcomes; thus literature that focuses on pro¬ 
cess considerations without measuring effectiveness indicators is 
also omitted (for example, Stasser and Davis, 1981). Other lit¬ 
erature related to groups in organizations was selectively re¬ 
viewed. The review is organized around the following variables 
that have dominated much of the literature on group perfor¬ 
mance: group composition, size, leadership, group cohesiveness, 
communication, group decision techniques, coordination and 
technology, and interventions in group performance. 

Group Composition . Previous research on group composi¬ 
tion has focused on homogeneity of traits and attitudes or abil¬ 
ities of group members.'Past studies (Nieva, Fleishman, and 
Rieck, 1978) indicated that heterogeneity of member character¬ 
istics contributed positively to group performance when task 
requirements were diverse. Heterogeneity of abilities has a gen¬ 
eral positive effect. There is nothing in our current review (Birn- 
baum, 1981; Stumpf, Freedman, and Zand, 1979; Crosbie, 
1979; Hawley and Heinen, 1979; Hendrick, 1979; Tziner and 
Eden, 1985) that would contradict this basic finding on the im¬ 
portance of the homogeneity of members’ characteristics, given 
certain task requirements on group performance. Some changes 
in the current studies on member composition include a re- 

1. The specific journals reviewed include Academy of Manage¬ 
ment Journal, Administrative Science Quarterly, American Journal of So¬ 
ciology, American Review of Sociology, Human Relations, Journal of Ap¬ 
plied Behavioral Science, Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Applied 
Social Psychology, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, Journal of Psychology, Organizational 
Behavior and Human Performance, Personality and Social Psychology Bul¬ 
letin, and Social Psychology Quarterly. 
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focusing on variables such as organizational and role affiliation 
and sex in addition to the more traditional composition vari¬ 
ables of personality and ability (Stumpf, Freedman, and Zand, 
1979; Nutt, 1979; Wood, Polek, and Aiken, 1985). Also, there 
seems to be a decline in the relative number of studies examin¬ 
ing th£ effect of group composition. 

Size . Past research (Nieva, Fleishman, and Rieck, 1978) 
has indicated an inverted £/-shaped relationship between size 
and performance, depending to some degree on task diversity 
and coordination requirements. As task coordination becomes 
increasingly difficult through addition of new members, perfor¬ 
mance begins to decline with size. Some recent laboratory stud¬ 
ies and simulations (Yetton and Bottger, 1982; Grofman, Feld, 
and Owen, 1984) seem to be consistent with past research. A 
field study by Goodman (1979) demonstrated the decreasing 
marginal productivity of adding extra workers in mining crews. 
A study on navy crews (Dean and others, 1979) indicated that 
manning levels were related to safety criteria, while utilization 
of manpower related to other performance criteria such as 
maintenance and efficiency. The results from the field studies 
suggest that organizations do not operate without some minimal 
numbers to perform the task. Above that point there may be a 
range of sizes that do not impact on performance. However, 
when size is incongruent with task requirements, we would ex¬ 
pect a diminishing return for additional workers. In general, the 
task requirements determine the degree to which size affects 
performance or other criteria^ 

The relationship between group size and absenteeism 
rates has also been examined during the period covered by the 
review (Markham, Dansereau, and Alutto, 1982). No relation¬ 
ship was found when size was examined between groups. When 
size was conceptualized as the change a group experiences in 
number of members over time, individual groups showed either 
a linear or curvilinear relationship between size and absenteeism. 

Leadership . Past research (Nieva, Fleishman, and Rieck, 
1978) on leadership has indicated that situational factors are 
important in determining the effectiveness of a leader and that 
participative leadership tends to be more effective than authori- 
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tarian leadership. Current research indicates that task structure 
and group characteristics play an important role in determining 
just what effects leadership has on the group. One set of stud¬ 
ies (Saha, 1979; Konar-Goldband, Rice, and Monkarsh, 1979; 
Rice and others, 1982), using the least-preferred co-worker 
(LPC) approach to leadership effectiveness, found moderate 
support for this contingency view of leader effects on perfor¬ 
mance. Another line of current research (Rice, Bender, and 
Vitters, 1980; Schneier and Bartol, 1980; Drory and Glus- 
kinos, 1980) examined the effects of leader traits (for exam¬ 
ple, sex, personality characteristics) on group performance. 
Performance effects found in these studies are inconclusive. 
An additional group of studies examined the effect of leader 
behavior on group effectiveness (Vecchio, 1982; Curtis, Smith, 
and Smoll, 1979; Ruzicka and others, 1979). Unfortunately, 
the studies look at different types of behavior so we do not find 
a consistent body of information supporting one kind of behav¬ 
ior over another. However, one observation we can make is that 
behaviors such as sanctioning (O’Reilly and Weitz, 1980), devel¬ 
oping orientation, coordination, and planning (see Lord and 
Rowzee, 1979, or Tziner and Vardi, 1982) seem to affect group 
performance, and their effect is generally moderated by some 
group or situational variable. Research on participative behav¬ 
ior in groups, however, seems to have declined; therefore, no 
new insights into the effects of this type of leader behavior on 
group performance can be derived from these studies. The issue 
of causality of relationships between performance and leader 
behavior is beginning to be noted, and findings indicate that 
leader behavior must be considered as a dependent variable as 
well as an independent variable if researchers are to understand 
the broader system of group performance effects. 

Group Cohesiveness . Little research has been done recent¬ 
ly that treats cohesiveness as an independent variable. Past re¬ 
views (Nieva, Fleishman, and Rieck, 1978) have concluded that 
effects of group cohesiveness are mediated by performance- 
related norms. A review by Zander (1979) provides a useful dis¬ 
cussion on some of the determinants of cohesiveness. The few 
recent studies (Fodor and Smith, 1982; Manz and Sims, 1982) 
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were done within the context of the groupthink phenomena 
but they are not conclusive on the relationship among cohesive¬ 
ness, groupthink, and quality of decision outcomes. Another 
body of new literature concerning the design of autonomous 
work groups is related to cohesiveness and will be discussed un¬ 
der “interventions in group performance.” 

Communication . Past reviews (Nieva, Fleishman, and 
Rieck, 1978) suggest that the effects of the amount of commu¬ 
nication on performance are dependent on the type of task and 
performance measure used. For example, measures of quantity 
and quality are positively related to amount of communication 
on structured but not on unstructured tasks. Vigilance-monitor¬ 
ing task performance is negatively affected by increases in the 
amount of communication. 

Our review of recent research uncovered a small number 
of studies on the impact of task information requirements of 
the task on communication and process aspects of group com¬ 
munication. The most relevant research for the focus of this 
book is a series of studies on communication patterns in R&D 
groups by Tushman and Katz (Tushman, 1979a, 1979b; Katz 
and Tushman, 1979; Katz, 1982). These researchers focus on 
variables of communication type and amount, project (task) 
type, longevity of the project, task environment, and intra- 
and extradepartmental interdependence. It is not within the 
scope of this chapter to review all the results from this research 
program. One basic theme in their findings is that group effec¬ 
tiveness is influenced by the match between communication 
pattern and the nature of the group’s task. High-performing 
groups exhibited a match between characteristics of their tasks 
(that is, routineness) and communication structure, while less 
effective groups did not. Findings on the effect of the environ¬ 
mental variability communication structure match on group 
performance were mixed. Differences in task type appeared to 
influence the manner in which the high-performing group dealt 
with external concerns, but not in ways completely consistent 
with a structural contingency approach to understanding effec¬ 
tiveness. Another theme focused on group longevity and levels 
of communication both within and outside of project groups. A 
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study by Katz (1982) indicated that longevity is related to di¬ 
minished levels of communication for tasks requiring different 
types of communication. Lack of this communication will lead 
to decreased effectiveness. In a replication of some of Tush- 
man s work in a different setting (Morrow, 1981), no support 
was found for the proposition that subunit effectiveness can be 
increased by matching the communication practice to the level 
of uncertainty faced by the subunit. 

The other communication studies we reviewed focused 
on communication content and process. Guzzo and Waters 
(1982) examined the content of communication, Kaplan (1979) 
studied the effects of expressions of affect on performance, and 
Casey and others (1984) studied the differential impact of so¬ 
cial and informational components of interaction. Other studies 
explored variations in communication processes. Research has 
examined the effect of time pressure on member speaking time 
(Isenberg, 1981), the relationship between how long a member 
speaks to perceived influence on the final group decision (Bott- 
ger, 1984), and the patterns of interaction on a brainstorming 
task (Ruback, Dabbs, and Hopper, 1984). Additionally, Zim- 
bardo and Linsenmeier (1983) examined the impact of disposi¬ 
tional factors, gender, and roles on communication. As a whole, 
these studies suggest that individual characteristics, situational 
factors, and content of communication all affect both process 
and performance. 

Group Decision Techniques . As knowledge concerning 
group decision processes has developed, researchers have devel¬ 
oped specific techniques to improve group decision making. We 
found a number of studies in this tradition as we reviewed the 
literature relevant to groups in organizations. The techniques in 
these studies include the nominal approach (Miner, 1979; Rohr- 
baugh, 1981), disaggregation of the decision task (Grofman, 
1985), the delphi process (Miner, 1979; Spinelli, 1983; Rohr- 
baugh, 1979) problem-centered leadership (Miner, 1979), social 
judgment analysis (Rohrbaugh, 1979, 1981), multiattribute 
utility analysis (Eils and John, 1980), and alternative group vot¬ 
ing strategies (Tjosvold and Field, 1983). A general conclusion 
drawn from these studies is that many of these procedures are 
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more effective than simply using implicit or intuitive processes 
for group decision making, but there is no dominant technique. 

Coordination and Technology. Past research on coordina¬ 
tion in groups has been based on contingency theory. That is, 
methods of coordination must match the environment or tech¬ 
nology with which the group must cope. Current research on 
coordination has continued in that tradition. The effects of 
technology on group performance have been in the past pri¬ 
marily considered under the domain of sociotechnical systems 
theories. Since most of the current research on technology in 
groups focuses on contingency theory, we have combined our 
analysis of both these areas. 

The results of recent studies we reviewed at the group 
level provide mixed support for contingency theory (Cheng, 
1984; Meadows, 1980; Middlemist and Hitt, 1981). Argote 
(1982) in a study of emergency rooms in a hospital found an 
interaction effect between models of coordination and envi¬ 
ronmental uncertainty. In general, programmed modes of 
coordination were more effective when uncertainty was low 
than when it was high, while the opposite was the case for non- 
programmed modes. Schoonhoven (1981) looked at the role of 
technology in operating room teams. A basic finding was that 
the relationships of technology and structure to effectiveness 
were more complex than posited by contingency theory. Fry 
and Slocum (1984) studied teams in a police department and 
did not find support for the contingency theory hypothesis 
concerning the effect on uncertainty and group structure on 
group effectiveness. I A, more thorough analysis of this type of 
research will be foundlater in this book (Chapter Four).\ 

Other studies have focused on coordination as a main ef¬ 
fect (Kabanoff and O’Brien, 1979a, 1979b; Gillespie and Birn- 
baum, 1980; Sutton and Ford, 1982; Rosenbaum and others, 
1980; and Cheng, 1983). The findings from this work represent 
isolated findings; there is no cumulative body of results pri¬ 
marily because widely varying definitions of coordination pre¬ 
vent integration of the studies. 

Interventions in Group Performance. Action research 
studies, in which researchers create change in order to under- 
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stand how groups function, can also enhance our understanding 
of groups in organizations. Most of the studies we reviewed 
above come from the traditional research literature where the 
focus is on understanding the interrelationship among variables 
rather than creating change to make groups more effective. 

A variety of different intervention techniques appear in 
studies of groups over the last five to six years. Koch (1979) 
examined the effects of goal setting and performance feedback 
(see also DeNisi, Randolph, and Blencoe, 1983) on product 
quality, quantity, and group cohesion. Nadler, Cammann, and 
Mirvis (1980) report on a sophisticated program to use survey 
feedback to improve group functioning. The use of team build¬ 
ing (Woodman and Sherwood, 1980; Eden, 1985; Porras and 
Wilkins, 1980) and participative decision making (Koopman 
and others, 1981) appears in other studies. 

The reader should also pay attention to the broad litera¬ 
ture on quality of working life (QWL) projects (Goodman, 
1979). Many of these interventions are at the group level of 
analysis. The proliferation of quality circles and labor-manage¬ 
ment participation teams illustrates the growing emphasis on 
finding new group arrangements to enhance organizational ef¬ 
fectiveness. One of the most elaborate types of intervention is 
the creation of autonomous work groups or self-designing 
teams. These groups represent major departures from tradi¬ 
tional work groups in organizations in terms of the communi¬ 
cation, reward systems, and authority arrangements (Cummings 
and Molloy, 1977). An example of the introduction of autono¬ 
mous work groups is the Rushton quality of working life experi¬ 
ment. Accounts of this and other autonomous work group 
interventions can be found in Trist, Susman, and Brown, 1977; 
Goodman, 1979; and Blumberg and Pringle, 1983. 

Other Critical Issues. In this section we have provided a 
status report of the current literature relevant to group perfor¬ 
mance in organizations. Our goal has not been to be comprehen¬ 
sive but, rather, to highlight types of empirical research on 
groups. Additional areas the reader might find of interest are 
the group as opposed to individual research (Laughlin and 
Shippy, 1983; Laughlin and Futoran, 1985; Nichols and Day, 
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1982; Yetton and Bottger, 1982) and research on psychological 
states of group members (for example, Bray and Sugarman, 
1980; Baumeister and Steinhilber, 1984; Kindler, 1979). The 
categories we used to organize the literature provide a fairly 
good picture of major thrusts of current empirical work. In 
examining the research on group performance that has been 
done over the last five years, we can identify some similarities 
and some shifts in the type of studies being executed. Of the 
group performance studies reviewed here, roughly half came 
from the laboratory and half from field studies. There does 
seem to be an increase in the amount of research performed in 
actual, ongoing task groups. Overall, for such a broad and im¬ 
portant topic of research, the number of group performance 
studies is relatively small, limited to an average of about twelve 
studies per year. Trends in what variables are studied are chang¬ 
ing. Whereas in the past most studies focused on group-level 
variables such as composition, cohesiveness, leadership, and size, 
we now see many more studies dealing with variables such as 
technology and task, and communication both within and be¬ 
tween groups. 

Some of the paths that group performance research ap¬ 
pears to be following are very promising for progress in the 
field, while others are less promising. On the positive side, great¬ 
er consideration of the organizational environment is reflected 
in many studies through use of contingency theory approaches, 
field data, or focus on contextual variables. The recognition 
that environmental contingencies are central to an understand¬ 
ing of group performance necessitates research of these contin¬ 
gencies, rather than the study of group-level variables alone. 

A second trend that is very hopeful for the future of 
groups research is the increase in the number of multiple-vari¬ 
able and system studies (Gladstein, 1984). When groups in exist¬ 
ing organizations are studied, a broader range of interacting vari¬ 
ables must be accounted for to understand the results. Complex 
relationships between variables exist in the real world, and the 
only way to get at these complexities is to study systems of 
variables, rather than two or three variables at one time. 

Less positive trends in group performance research also 
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can be identified. As concepts and relationships become more 
complex, there appears to be a trend toward less conceptual 
clarity. If coordination and technology are not adequately 
specified, as constructs they lose their explanatory power. It is 
especially clear from the research reviewed here that coordina¬ 
tion m particular has no generally accepted meaning. Such dis¬ 
agreement is indicative of the existence of multiple dimensions 
of a particular construct that are probably important to under¬ 
standing performance and that require multiple conceptualize 
tions and operationalizations in research. 

When conceptualizations are less than clear, measures of 
concepts are in turn generally poor and inadequate in them¬ 
selves. Multimethod operationalizations are not used frequent¬ 
ly, and noncomparability of measures across studies is a major 
problem for progress of the research area. 

An additional problem with some research is a lack of 
attention to the appropriate level of analysis. For example, 
some studies conceptualize a concept at the group level but 
measure it at the individual level. In fact, in defining our search 
set for the review, studies that measured performance at a level 
inappropriate to their conceptual design were not considered. 
Variables such as technology, structure, and coordination must 
be identified at different levels, and we may well wish to de¬ 
velop differential hypotheses based on interrelationships within 
these variables at different levels of analysis. 

While much of the research reviewed above is contin¬ 
gency theory based, there are also many studies that have vir¬ 
tually no theory associated with their variable choice and hy¬ 
pothesized relationships. Additionally, contingency theory 
appears, from some of the negative findings reviewed above, to 
be too broad to make correct predictions for specific situations. 
Other theories that are applied to groups also are quite general. 
They are more heuristic models that generally map out a set of 
relationships rather than clearly specify a set of variables to be 
analyzed. 

The absence of clearly specified models affects the qual¬ 
ity of data analytic procedures. Many of the studies we re¬ 
viewed acknowledge the importance of multiple variables for 
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understanding group performance, the multidirectional relation¬ 
ships among these variables, and possible nonlinear effects. Few, 
however, bring to bear the appropriate analytic techniques to 
tease out these relationships. 

We noted above that there is an increasing amount of re¬ 
search that focuses on systems rather than isolated variables. 
These studies generally recognize the importance of multidirec¬ 
tional relationships between variables. Unfortunately, multi¬ 
directional relationships are ignored or neglected in many stud¬ 
ies that seem especially subject to such effects. Correlational 
studies must explicitly examine the possibility of these complex 
relationships among variables to be useful in the progress of 
groups research. 

Another issue is that most of the current empirical work 
we reviewed is not connected to the current models of groups m 
organizations. The empirical literature seems to be driven by a 
consideration of variables and not by the models of group per¬ 
formance we discussed earlier in this chapter. It is unfortunate 
that this divergence exists between the empirical and theoretical 
literature on groups in organizations. 

Design of This Book 

Our review of current models of group performance and 
of the current empirical literature provides a brief status report 
of the literature on groups. The review indicates that we have 
made progress and that there are gaps, dilemmas, and problems 
in our knowledge of group phenomena. The goal of this book is 
to provide new perspectives, concepts, theories, and language to 
think about groups in organizational contexts. 

The following chapters try to expand our understanding 
of groups in organizations. The book, of course, does not end 
with a simple prescription of how to create effective work 
groups. That may be desirable, but not likely, given the com¬ 
plexity of groups and the current state of knowledge about 
groups. The strategy in selecting chapter topics was based more 
on the person than on a grand design of some ideal set of topics 
that fit our conceptualization of effective work groups. 
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We first identified people who have made major contribu¬ 
tions to the groups literature and who are innovative and then 
asked them to extend our knowledge about groups in organiza¬ 
tions. While some contributors are directly involved in research 
on groups in organizations, others are main figures in the groups 
literature but not in an organizational context. In addition, we 
tried to introduce different disciplinary perspectives as well as 
people who differentially emphasize research to develop theory 
as opposed to research to improve practice. 
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Group Decision Making 
and Group Effectiveness 
in Organizations 

Richard A. Guzzo 


Bridges are popular metaphors. We hear how a political candi¬ 
date is a bridge between the liberal and conservative factions ot 
a political party, for example, or how an airline’s frequent flights 

create an air bridge between two cities. I, too, will use a bridge 
metaphor to introduce the content and aims of this chapter. In 
particular, a suspension bridge serves as a useful metaphor. A 
suspension bridge is a structure that connects distinct areas by 
hanging a platform (such as a roadway) from two or more ca¬ 
bles that stretch beyond the platform itself. With the plat fo J; m 
secured we can get to places we otherwise would have difficulty 

reaching. 

This chapter seeks to construct a platform, not of con¬ 
crete and steel but of ideas and concepts useful for getting us to 
new places in theory, research, and practice with regard to deci¬ 
sion-making groups in organizations. The two cables supporting 
the platform are the bodies of research and theory on (1) group 
decision making and (2) group effectiveness in organizations. As 
is true for a suspension bridge, the value of the platform de¬ 
pends on the strength of the supporting cables. And those cables 
are not unchanging entities: They rise, fall, sway, and stretch. 
Thus, changes in research findings or theory can be accommo¬ 
dated. That the cables outdistance the platform itself suggests 
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that these bodies of theory and research have a history and fu¬ 
ture that surpass the life of the ideas presented in this chapter. 

tinal comment about a suspension bridge as a meta- 
p or or t e work of this chapter is necessary. One meaning of 
he wo r d suspension refers to keeping something fixed to await 
the information and consideration needed to evaluate it. This 
chapter will present some ideas and propositions that, although 
enve rom prior knowledge, are not yet tested. Thus, they 
hang suspended until further data are collected. Y 

Presented first in this chapter is the meaning of decision 
making and implications of its definition for understanding 
groups m organizations as decision-making bodies. Next, various 
issues a out the nature of group decision making in organiza¬ 
tions are illustrated through an examination of some fypical 
decision-making groups in organizations, quality circles. Exist¬ 
ing theoretical frameworks of group effectiveness are then re- 
viewe or t eir relevance to the understanding of group deci¬ 
sion making, leading to a consideration of conditions that 
improve the effectiveness of decision-making groups in organi- 

et° nS , J\ S ° me th ° U§htS ° n im P endin S a — of concern to 
research and theory are offered. 

Decision Making Defined 

ing is ^r i0 H S ly are C ° mmitments to acti °T and decision mak- 

Nohel d f / l ere thC Way Herbert A ' Simon ’ winne r of a 
Nobel prize for his work on decision processes in organizations 

defines it. According to Simon (1977), decision making is made 

vfew Sr" r <>f nciivity: intelligence, design, choice, and re- 

SaT nrlT * 1 * ^ br0ad dcfiniiion ofdedsionlSKg 

effect of f ° PPOrtlmity t0 1Cam a great deaI about th e 

Of e(L,ive„«" S 5 8r °“ P deCiSi °" making and 

The intelligence phase of decision making is concerned 
with recognizing occasions calling for a decision. The term intel¬ 
ligence is used here in the military sense of monitoring and gath¬ 
ering in ormation that can be analyzed for its meaningfulness 
In organizations, occasions calling for decision might be routine 
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and familiar or dramatic and unpredicted. Routinely, for exam¬ 
ple, decisions are made about matters such as e ™' 

ployees to jobs and the purchase of a vendor’s goods. Sudden y 
appearing occasions calling for a decision might be a competi¬ 
tor’s marketing a new product or a rapid deviation rom qua - 

ity standards in a production process. . 

There are infinite numbers of occasions calling tor deci¬ 
sions, some more easily recognizable than others. Few people 
fail to recognize the need for decision making when a crisis 
occurs, and most are well aware of chronic problems that inter¬ 
fere with work and call for some decision to be made to allevi¬ 
ate those problems. Perhaps the most difficult-to-recogmze 
occasions for decision are what Mintzberg, Raismghani, an 
Theoret (1976) call opportunities. These are situations that per¬ 
mit decisions to be made when there is no threat or trouble, 
decisions that can improve an already satisfactory state of af¬ 
fairs For example, circumstances may arise that call for a deci¬ 
sion to change compensation practices in an organization not 
because of a crisis (for example, a strike) or a problem (for 
example, unwanted turnover), but because a change m rulings 
by the Internal Revenue ,Service make new means of compensa¬ 
tion preferable to old for both the organization and individual 
employees. The intelligence phase of decision making involves 
determining when decisions ought to be made in response to a 

wide variety of circumstances. 

The second phase of decision making, design, is con¬ 
cerned with creating, developing, and assessing possible courses 
of action. Design activities yield alternative courses of action 
for consideration. In some instances of decision making the time 
spent on design may be brief because the alternatives are lim¬ 
ited, such as go or no go. In other instances, though, this phase 
may be quite extensive, such as when designing alternative solu¬ 
tions to unfamiliar problems. Once alternative courses of action 
are identified, the third phase of decision making, choice, be- 
comes operative. 

Choice activities refer to the process of selecting one 
course of action from those specified in the design phase. It is 
this phase of decision making that has received the greatest 
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amount of research attention. In fact, many investigators define 
decision making ,n terms of choice only (Nutt, 1976) and oth- 
ers o er multiple descriptions of and prescriptions for making 
c oices, especially by individuals (Einhorn and Hogarth 198H 
Svenson, 1979). Choice is but one phase of decision making in 

slmTn Z (1977) ^ ^ third ° f f ° Ur phases described b Y 

• + , ThC . f ° Urth phase of deci sion making is review. Activities 
m this phase involve monitoring past choices both to see if 
c osen courses of action are properly implemented and to de¬ 
termine if new decisions must be made. Review activities close 
the cycle of phases m decision making: Reviewing past choices 
is, m part a reinitiation of the intelligence activities that are a 

u ^ decisIon ; makm g episodes in organizations. Note 
ough, that not all intelligence activities are prompted by the 
review of past choices. y 

Relations Among Phases of Decision Making. The phases 
of decision making are discernible but loosely bounded. Design- 
mg alternatwe courses of action may go on at the same time 
that data-gathermg intelligence activities occur, for example 
and examination of available courses of action in the choice 
p ase may bring about an awareness that new alternatives must 
be formulated. Although in a general way intelligence precedes 
esign and design precedes choice (all of which precede review) 
ere exists neither a necessarily orderly progression through 
he stages nor a set of markers that differentiate one phase from 
the next (Alexander, 1979; Simon, 1977). Further, each phase 
also can be thought of as a microcosm of the complete episode 
o decision making. Decision-making episodes are often best 

07 ^ u ^ T hedS Whhin Wheels within whee ls (Simon, 

7), such as when decisions are made during the intelligence 

phase about what facts are to be regarded as important. Deci- 
ssion-makmg episodes m organizations must therefore be re¬ 
garded as complex, even messy, however difficult such regard 
makes the task of studying decision making. 

It is now widely accepted that most organizational deci¬ 
sions are not made m a perfectly rational way. That is, incom¬ 
plete information search, imperfect logic in the design of alter- 
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natives, and nonoptimal selections among alternatives occur. 
The definition of decision making presented here m no way im¬ 
plies that decisions are truly rational. 

Decision Making as a Group Task. The vane y o as 
worked on by groups has long received attention in social psy¬ 
chological research on group performance effectiveness. Most 
of this research has not directly concerned groups m organiza¬ 
tional settings. , . 

An excellent overview of theory and research on group 

tasks is provided by McGrath (1984). As McGrath recounts 
early distinctions among group tasks were relatively straight¬ 
forward, such as distinctions between intellectual and motor 
tasks and between simple and complex tasks As time passe , 
distinctions became more detailed and varied For example 
Carter, Haythorn, and Howell (1950) discussed six types ot 
group tasks: clerical, discussion intellectual construction, 
mechanical assembly, motor coordination, and reasoning. aw 
(1973) through a multidimensional scaling analysis, identi ie 
six dimensions on which group tasks vary: intellective as op¬ 
posed to manipulative requirements, task difficulty, intrinsic 
interest, population familiarity, solution multiplicity and coop¬ 
eration requirements. Hackman (1968) also adopted an empiri¬ 
cal approach to the description of “thinking” tasks an l en l 
fied three types-production, discussion, and problem solving 
for which solutions were seen to vary in identifiable ways, such 
as in originality and action orientation. An often-cited typology 
of group tasks is Steiner’s (1972) distinction between unitary 
tasks (those that require the combination of group members 
outputs into a single product) and tasks that can be divided 
among members. Unitary tasks were further described as be g 
disjunctive (the task can be completed by any one member o a 
group), conjunctive (the task can be completed only by having 
all members of a group perform it), additive (members ^ 
butions are summed to fulfill the task), and discretionary (the 
task can be solved through a variety of ways of combining mem¬ 
bers’ inputs). A final example of the analysis of group tasks is 
Laughlin’s (1980) classification of intellective and decision task 
for groups whose members pursue the same goal as opposed to 
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competitive and bargaining type tasks for groups whose mem¬ 
bers pursue divergent goals. 

tasks fw thC 1Cn ^ thy Hst ° f existin § descriptions of group 
(19841 M r ° t r f mZmg P rinci P le « were distilled by McGrath 
task ^ rath . SU Sg ested ^at two basic dimensions of group 
tasks underlie existing descriptions. One dimension is the pres 

or C ‘‘thbik° nC ’> PtUa1, aS °? P ° Sed t0 behavioral - demands of tasks 

the deeree n fo aS ° PP ° Sed t0 ‘‘ d ° ing -” The second dimension is 
e degree to which a task induces conflict as opposed to coon 

eration among group members. Further, McGrath suggested th!t 

four general categories of action (or group process) ofcur du^g 

exLuTinTTrom th 3 generating ’ choosin g> negotiating, and 

descrintions of ^ ° ] rSaniZmg P nnci P les > McGrath classified 
descriptions of group tasks into eight types and used these types 

review and discuss results of research on group performance. 

believe that McGrath’s account is an accurate portrayal 

adequately'destf .f eSCnptions f group tasks but that it does not 

The reascm con” 6 taSkS ES ^ ° CCUr in or g a mzations. 

reason concerns how group tasks and task performance 

typmaUy have been studied: The predominant research method 

as been laboratory investigation. This method of investigation 

limits m many ways the nature of tasks open to investigation 

such as restricting tasks to those of short duration, c^-’ 

lively low complexity, and one-shot as opposed to cyclicafper 
formance requirements. cyclical per- 

The complete task of decision making, for example is 
rarely capped in laboratory studies. Most such studies examine 
a transpires after a group has been told that a decision must 
made, precluding from study the intelligence phase of deci 

X„T„;i r Si T, i,arIy ' Iab0ra,0ry s *“ di « Wta -Sng 

ten end abruptly once a choice among alternatives is made^ 

(For S a Mle att f ntl ° n t0 the role of revi ew in decision making’ 

( an example of a laboratory study of decision making thft 

198°2T r n o §enCe r" rCVieW aCtivities ’ see Guzzo and Waters, 
982) Consequently, typologies of tasks derived from the 

tions^f "LTD t °k § - r ° UPS a - C n0t fU% a P pIicabIe a * d escrip- 

. , & P a sks in organizations because of the compara- 

t.vely greater vanety in tasks performed by groups a, wor” 
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In no way are the comments made here to be construed 
as a general argument against the value of laboratory researc 
on group task performance. On the whole, laboratory researc 
has given considerable insight into several aspects of group task 
performance, including insight into two of the four phases o 
decision making. However, descriptions of group tasks based o 
what groups do in research laboratories are hkely to be im¬ 
poverished when applied to groups in organizations. 

Quality Circles: 

An Illustration of Group Decision Making 

It is useful to examine group decision making in organiza 
tions in concrete terms. While there are many ways in which to 
do this, an examination of quality circles (also known as quality 
control circles) as decision-making groups is especially instruc¬ 
tive because of the highly visible, systematic manner m which 

their decision making occurs. 

Quality circles are an innovation in workplace practices 
that emphasize groups as important units in organizations, n- 
terest in quality circles in American organizations began m the 
mid to late 1970s, partly in response to what was widely e- 
lieved to be the instrumental role played by quality circles m 
making Japanese organizations successful. It is ironic that qua- 
ity circles were in fact an American invention that found d - 
mestic acceptance only after another country implemented 

them on a large scale (Cole, 1979). 

Quality circles generally are groups of five to ten workers 
who perform similar jobs. Membership in the quality circle group 
often is voluntary and group meetings are held regular y. e 
meetings may take place during or after work hours AHeader is 
usually designated for each quality circle, typically the first-level 
supervisor, although in some quality circles the leadership role is 
rotated among members or may be filled by nonsupervisory per¬ 
sonnel. The leadership role is a special one, requiring skills as a 

discussion moderator and facilitator of meetings. 

There are many objectives to be served by the establis 
ment of quality circles, such as increasing workers’ commitment 
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to the organization and job satisfaction. A principle objective 
as the name suggests, is to resolve problems that concern the 
quality of production or service in an organization, although 
problems of quantity of output, safety, and other matters also 
are addressed m quality circles. To aid these groups in their 
work as quality circles, members are trained in a method of 
tracking information through devices such as Pareto diagrams 
cause-and-effect diagrams, graphs, histograms, scatter diagrams,’ 
and other statistical displays. Members also receive training in 
communication skills and brainstorming techniques. 

..... 0r g anizatl °ns invest in quality circles significant respon¬ 
sibility to make and implement decisions about work proce- 
dures that have a bearing on productivity. Whereas the respon- 

Slb + uL f ° r ^ decislon makin § might previously have resided 
with the quality control department in an organization or levels 
of management above the workers, the use of quality circles 
moves that responsibility to groups of workers who themselves 
perform the basic tasks of the organization. While many inter¬ 
esting issues can be raised concerning the impact of quality cir¬ 
cles for present purposes they are discussed to illustrate dynam¬ 
ics of group decision making. 

Much time m quality circle meetings is spent in the intel- 
hgence phase of decision making. Training in statistical analysis 
and display of information facilitates the group’s work in this 
p ase as the group seeks to identify those circumstances calling 
for a decision Most often those circumstances are in the form 

°„. prob e ™ s ( of wasted ^sources, defective products, time in¬ 
efficiencies), but the group also has the capacity to recognize 
opportunities for new actions that may help performance with¬ 
out necessarily solving a prior problem. Through quantitative 
and diagnostic displays of patterns of defects, scrap rates, quan¬ 
tity of output, accidents, and other data, quality circle proce- 
ures make explicit much of the information needed by a group 
to determine whether the next phases of decision making de 
signing alternative courses of action and choosing among them 
need to be initiated. 6 ’ 

The design phase of decision making in quality circles is a 
direct extension of the intelligence phase. In design, group 
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members construct alternative ways of solving an identified 
problem, for example, or implementing a new idea. Brainstorm¬ 
ing procedures often are used during this phase as a means oi 
developing a broad range of alternatives. Proponents of quality 
circles suggest that the real value of quality circles is to e 
found in the design phase of decision making because the peo¬ 
ple who know best how to solve problems on the workfloor are 
those closest to the work: the workers themselves, not manage¬ 
ment or a removed quality control staff. Said another way, 
quality circles have the proper group composition for generat- 

ing solutions to a problem. . . 

The third phase of decision making, choice, is less pat- 
terned than design or intelligence. That is, quality circles are 
not necessarily instructed that their selections among alterna¬ 
tive actions must reflect unanimous consent, majority opinion, 
or any other means of committing the group to an action. Vari¬ 
ability among quality circles exists in how choices are ma e. 
Choices made by quality circles may or may not require the ap¬ 
proval of management prior to implementation. 

The final phase of decision making in organizations is re¬ 
view. In quality circles this phase is facilitated by the regularity 
of meetings and standardized methods of tracking and display¬ 
ing performance information. In fact, in quality circles t e ac 
tivities of review blend easily with those of intelligence. 

This account of quality circles is presented to illustrate 
how the four phases of decision making apply to groups as deci¬ 
sion makers in organizations, although the account undoubted y 
presents decision making in groups in too orderly a fashion. 
Most quality circles are likely to jump from one decision prob¬ 
lem to another, to be interrupted, to cycle back and forth be¬ 
tween phases of decision making, to undergo changes m mem¬ 
bership, and to experience any number of things that make the 
decision process more complex. Further, quality circles are not 
just decision-making groups. They are groups that, m McGrath s 
(1984) terms, execute. That is, they physically apply themselves 
toward the completion of the duties inherent to their jobs in 
the organization. Quality circles might also serve as a vehicle tor 
socializing individuals in organizations. While quality circles are 
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good arenas to examine group decision making, it is important 

to recognize that their decision processes occur in a busy con- 
text. J 


n addition to quality circles, there are many other quar- 
ters m organizations in which group decision making occurs. 

ese include committees, task forces, top management teams, 
flight crews (Foushee, 1984), and the highest levels of policy 
making in government (Janis, 1982). Jams provided a number 

decision making attributablelo whin 
harmed “grojjptfeink^ by adetTri- 

°f linking and judgment among group membersTThe 
symptoms of groupthink and its consequential defective deci- 
sion ma ing include poor information search , incomplete survey 
-^ilhernatpves, andfculur e to exa mine the risks assori^TwtfT 

ih. e Prefejrelal^ive. These ^pfoms are St^^biT^ 

errors occurring within the framework of the intelligence, de- 
sign, and choice phases of decision making. 


General Models of Group Performance 


thus tar decision making has been considered as a group 
task, one of many tasks that groups perform. Past research and 
theorizing has generated a number of models of group task ef¬ 
fectiveness meant to apply to groups performing all sorts of 
tasks, such as laying pipe, delivering health care, or playing 
basketball. Consideration of such general models of group per¬ 
formance effectiveness can help identify causes of effectiveness 
specific to the task of decision making. The followingjjection 
!°^SHL^lmod.el^group ef fectiveness in orde^ 
raw from them ^an understanding of determinants of effective 
group decision making. ' 

Steiner’s Work. Steiner’s (1972) model of group perfor¬ 
mance integrated much previous social psychological research 
on group effectiveness. There is a deceptively simple quality to 
e model s assertion that actual group productivity equals its 
potential productivity minus losses due to faulty group pro¬ 
cess. The true complexity of the model stems from the role 
played by Steiner’s group task typology described earlier. 


1 
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Potential productivity refers to the maximum level of 
competence on a task that can be expressed by a group when 
the group possesses, and can apply, the resources required to 
complete the task. Depending on the situation, maximal compe¬ 
tence might be defined according to speed, accuracy, or some 
other criterion. Resources include in formation, experience , 
skills, and tools available to g roup mem bers . Note that the dis¬ 
tinction between available and applied resources indicates that 
although a group may have, the capacity tojperfon n we l l, it w ih n 
mit~~ neccssar i1y 

pnate utilization of resourc es, in St eine r’s model, j_s_du£_t^ 
proc ess losses. Process refers to all p.QMiKbeBeHa^rsjoccurring 
in a task-perf ormin g group, including both task-oriented and 
pmely social behaviors, and some group process may prevent 
the optimal combination of a group s resources for task comple 

tion. . 

How a group’ s resources should „^j^Jplm)MjiS_d^ter- 
mined h y the natur e-of.,the, task, according to Steiner’s model. 
For example, a task may demand that members’ resources be 
summed for maximal performance (as in a group pulling a heavy 
object), or a task may demand that no more than one member s 
resources need be applied to the task (as in a group solving a 
riddle). The former is an example of an additive task, the lat¬ 
ter a disjunctive task. P rocess losses , the impediments to maxi¬ 
mal group competence that prevent the group from combining 
its resources for optimal task performance, arise from two kmds^ 
of deficits, those of motivation and coordi^tion. Group mem- 
Sers^motivation to pe rform i s Tn f luence d by( group 
terns Vf "alloca ting among group members the rey^ards^ for per¬ 
formance.,. Coordination deficits are seen to occur m association 
with greater group size and dissimilarity of dispositional quali¬ 
ties among group members. 

Steiner’s model stimulated a great deal of subsequent re¬ 
search, especially on the relationship of group size to perfor¬ 
mance for various types of tasks and on differences between 
individual and group performance on various tasks. The model 
is often cited as a useful conceptual framework for organiza¬ 
tional research on group performance. The task typology, how- 
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ever, has found little use in the description of jobs. Steiner’s 
model raises issues of great concern to organizations, though, 
such as the impact of staffing and reward practices on group 
performance. 

Shiflett (1979) proposed a representational framework 
for depicting the determinants of group productivity that sub¬ 
sumes Steiner’s and related models. This generalized mathe¬ 
matical formulation depicts group productivity as a function 
of resources in the group and the constraints operating in a sit¬ 
uation that hinder the transformation of group resources into 
productive output. These constraints include motivation and 
coordination deficits as well as a host of other factors that af¬ 
fect how resources are utilized. In organizations, these other 
factors might concern such things as leadership style. 

Hackman’s Work. Hackman (1982) provided a different 
perspective on group effectiveness in organizations. This model 
reveals an evolution in theory development, especially from the 
model of group performance stated by Hackman and Morris 
(1975) to that by Hackman and Oldham (1980) to the more 
recent version. Several features survived over time, and the most 
recent statement of the model is the most complex. 

A starting point in Hackman’s model of group effective¬ 
ness is the organizational context in which groups perform. Crit¬ 
ical aspects of the context are how groups are rewarded, the ex¬ 
tent to which the organization provides education and training 
bearing on group performance, and the extent to which the 
organization makes available to the group performance-related 
information, such as feedback and organizational standards. A 
second category of variables affecting performance pertains to 
what Hackman calls the design of the group. Issues of concern 
here.axe grou p norms.^„f h e y p ertai n to task per for mane e, com¬ 
position of the group, and the nature of the group task. The na¬ 
ture of the group task is depicted by Hackman in terms quite 
different from those of Steiner (1972), McGrath (1984), and 
others. H ack maiy sjconeern i^nokA?llJy with the formal require- 
men ts Q f thejasj^ but also with how task characterist ics moty"^ v 
v &j e §£? U P m em bers. Motivating task characteristics include the 
arn inherglit 4 taskand the task’s meaning- 
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fulness. A third category of variables determining group perfor- 
manTe " in Hackman’s m Mxon.Qerns the availability - qL assis¬ 
tance and interventions jhat; can. be m 

at work. In organizations, managers or consultants can be 
sources of such help. 

An interesting distinction is made by Hackman between 
intermediate indicators and ultimate indicators of group effec¬ 
tiveness. Ultimate effectiveness is defined by group o utputs, 
member satisfaction, and.healthy, socid. intera Intermedi¬ 

ate* effectiveness pertains to the quality of the group interaction 
process as it performs the task at hand. Indicators of the effec¬ 
tiveness of group interaction process in Hackman’s model in¬ 
clude assessments of the level of member effort, the extent to 
which resources are applied toward task accomplishment, and 
the appropriateness of the strategies used by a group to accom¬ 
plish its task. 

The distinction between intermediate and ultimate effec¬ 
tiveness is useful. It suggests that the connection between ef¬ 
fective process and outcomes is less than certain for groups. 
Nowhere is this more apparent than in organizational decision 
making. Groups can blunder about as they consider few alter¬ 
natives and misread data yet make a choice that, when imple¬ 
mented, proves to be a beneficial one. Likewise, groups with a 
careful, meticulous decision process can adopt alternatives that 
prove inferior. Janis and Mann (1977) discuss this often tenuous 
link between decision process and outcome. Hackman’s model 
also recognizes that the link between intermediate (or process) 
and ultimate effectiveness for task-performing groups in general 
is influenced by a variety of environmental factors, such as tech¬ 
nological constraints. 

Socio-Technical Work. The socio-technical framework 
(Cummings, 1978; Trist, 1981) offers another perspective on 
work group effectiveness in organizational settings. According 
to this framework, effectiveness is the joint optimization of task 
and social ends in the workplace. That is, effective groups are 
those that fulfill not only the task requirements imposed on 
them by the organization but also the social needs and goals of 
group members. 
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From the socio-technical perspective, effectiveness is 
achieved through the creation of self-regulating work groups 
(Cummings, 1978). The conditions for creating such groups in¬ 
volve task differentiation, boundary control, and task control. 
Task differentiation refers to the extent to which the group’s 
task is a complete, meaningful whole and is distinct from the 
tasks of oth^r groups. Boundary control refers to the degree to 
which group members exert influence over the physical space 
in which the group works and its membership, as well as the de¬ 
gree of its independence from outsiders. Groups with strong 
control over their social and spatial boundaries can thus deter, 
mine autonomously who belongs, who influences, where the 
group resides, and other matters of importance. Task control re¬ 
fers to a group’s capability to determine its own work methods 
and goals. Socio-technical theory does not emphasize the de¬ 
mands of a task on group process as determinants of perfor¬ 
mance (as does Steiner’s model, for example). Rather, it stresses 
that groups determine the processes engaged in to complete the 
task. When both boundary and task control are high and task 
differentiation exists, groups are said to be self-regulating and, 
hence, likely to jointly optimize social and task objectives. 

Self-regulating work groups pose a set of conditions not 
customarily found in organizations, although certain similarities 
between quality circles and self-regulating work groups can be 
observed. For example, quality circles are given some degree of 
task and boundary control. Further, the tasks of quality circle 
members may often be at least moderately differentiated from 
the tasks of others. Socio-technical principles constitute a sig¬ 
nificant departure from usual organizational practices regarding 
the management of group performance, and evidence exists that 
their application can lead to effective task performance ITrist 
1981). V 

A. Mew Approach. Sh ea and Guzz o (1984) have cle\ el- 
opcd a th eoretical model..of_\«Qrk-group. effecti veness tfr 'at dif- 
fers from earlier model s.. Their model, shown in Figure 2-1, cites 
three v ariables as primary causes of w ork groupTefTecIweness: 
t ask interdepen d ence, ^outcome interdependence' anTp oten cy. 
These variables are said to influence effectiveness through their 



48 


Designing Effective Work Groups 


Figure 2-1. A Model of Group Task Effectiveness. 

Outcome 

Interdependence 



Group Task 
Effectiveness 


Potency <.*.*.. 

Source: Shea and Guzzo, 1984. 

impact on the task-related interaction of a work group. Effec¬ 
tiveness is defined in terms of accomplishment of that which it 
is chartered to do. 

Task inter depend ence.ref ers to the d egree of task-jeguireA, 
coqperation„in- a group. .When task interdependence is low, 
group members can carry out their roles relatively independent¬ 
ly of other members. When task interdependence is high, how¬ 
ever, group members must closely coordinate their actions and 
share resources for attaining task completion. Thus, group tasks 
differ in their demands for coordinated action among group 
members. Too little or too much orchestration of action among 
group members can bring about ineffectiveness. Task interde¬ 
pendence also influences effectiveness by moderating the im¬ 
pact of outcome interdependence. 

O utcome interdep endence refers to the degree to w hich 
important rewards are conting findLon group performance. The, 
mo re valuable rewar ds (foiyexample, pay) are.niade_avajlable iUL 
.the basis of g roup accomplishments, the g^tj^^je^dkgree_of_ 
outcome interdependence among group members. The model 
assumes that some minimal amount of outcome interdepen¬ 
dence is necessary for groups to sustain effective performance. 

Not only is the degree of outcome interdependence im¬ 
portant to the model but also important is the way in which 
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outcomes are distributed to group members. Based on the work 
of Miller and Hamblin (1963), Johnson and others (1981) 
Rosenbaum (1980), and others, it is predicted that effectiveness 
is mdered when, if task interdependence is high, outcomes 
me y a group are distributed in a competitive way to group 
members. .^o^wn|>etitiyelY_ilisiskuted .outcomes in condi- 
mns of h'gh task interdependence, hoover, are pmlicmd nV 
facihye effectiveness. Competitively disSbutedre wards may 
impege th&xpoperatioja^ital to task.^mplisUeiirv^nrask'''' 
irrtexdepejidgnce jsjTigh. ~ 

^SBlSL^gtS bu t e d^ either | C om B gtitivelv or cooperatively rtn be 

expected to eiihax^^ 

^..thli^jnaioi^^rutory va riable , potency, is motiva- 
.ilonaLm-BSture,.. Potency refers to the collective 'belief in'! 
group that it can be effective. It is similar to Bandura’s (1982) 
concept of self-efficacy, but potency refers to a collective phe¬ 
nomenon. The theory holds that a minimal amount of potency 
must characterize a group before it can perform tasks effec¬ 
tively, and thg greater_the p otency the greate r the e ffec tivene ss 
ya group. It is possible to speculate, however, that too strong a " 
e le m group effectiveness may be detrimental. Tanis (19821 

SarhHH^'d f f °° r ^ dsion - makin g Performance by groups 
that held unduly favorable self-regard. 

r.2tepcy js_detennined by a number of factors. These in- 
clude P.Veep11ons by .memh^oiJh^kyglflLm and know l- 
e g e .ytkin_ the .group, the support given the group by leaders 
and others m an organization, and the availability of resources 
(tools information, time) needed to complete a task. As the 
model in Figure 2-1 shows, a major determinant is performance 
eedback: Knowledge of past effectiveness is an influential force 
m shaping beliefs about future effectiveness. The development 
°, t r e y, ncept of potency owes much to Sayles’s (1958) study 
ot the behavior of work groups in organizations. He found dif¬ 
ferent types of groups to exist, differentiated by how powerful 
each saw itself in solving problems and producing changes in the 
organization. In the terms of the model in Figure 2-1, some 

types of groups in Sayles’s study experienced greater potency 
than others. 7 

According to the model in Figure 2-1, task interdepen- 
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dence, outcome interdependence, and potency combine to 
shape the task-related interaction in groups. As used m that fig¬ 
ure, task interaction process refers specifically to those behav¬ 
iors’ and exchanges among group members that, directly or in¬ 
directly, affect task accomplishment. A great deal of interaction 
takes place among members of any task-performing group, some 
of which is relevant to doing a task and some not. Behavior m a 
group that affects things other than task accomplishment (such 
as friendship among members) is not incorporated into the 

model. . r 

On the Meaning of Effectiveness. The ultimate interest ot 

each of the above models is the effectiveness of groups perform¬ 
ing tasks. The models based on Hackman’s (1982) work and 
socio-technical theory (Trist, 1981) provide two similar defini¬ 
tions of effectiveness. According to each model, fetwenessiL 
indicatednoXiinly..byth S ^adec 1 uacx_pf group.. outputs Jbut_alsp__ 
by the”extent to which members exp erience sati sfying mterper- 
'sOTTaTTelSionsjBy comparison, Steiner’s (1972) account of 
effectiveness (productivity, in his terms) is content-free. Stein¬ 
er’s model is concerned with groups doing as well as they are 
able, but the model does not identify any criteria with which to 
judge whether a group is maximally effective. The model ol 
Shea and Guzzo (1984) is similar to Steiner’s in that it does not 
identify specific attributes of effectiveness. However, Shea and 
Guzzo assert that effectiveness must be defined situationally 
in terms of the extent to which a group fulfills its charter. If a 
group is established to make a decision, then effectiveness for 
that group would be gauged in terms of the merits of the deci¬ 
sion produced by the group; if a quality circle exists to raise the 
quality of production, its effectiveness would be gauged in 
terms of the gains in quality it yields. Note, though, that if a 
quality circle is established to raise production quality and to 
provide members with satisfying interpersonal relations, then 
effectiveness for that group would be assessed in terms of both 
aspects of its charter, according to this model. 

Recent research on the link between group interaction 
process and task effectiveness raises essential questions about 
the meaning and causes of task effectiveness in groups. Glad- 
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stein (1984), for example, reports data that, although group 
members perceived u good” interaction to be related to high 
task performance, an objective measure of group effectiveness 
(sales) in an organization was in fact unrelated to the reported 
nature of the interaction among group members. Guzzo and 
others (forthcoming) report data that effective groups, in terms 
of task accomplishment, are perceived to be characterized by 
favorable interaction among members and groups with poorer 
task accomplishment are seen as characterized by poorer inter¬ 
action process. Similar data were reported by Staw (1975). Fur¬ 
ther, Guzzo and others (forthcoming) found that groups with 
favorable interaction process had their task accomplishment 
evaluated more positively than groups with less favorable inter¬ 
action process, even though there was no objective difference 
in the task accomplishment of groups. 

These findings indicate that people hold an implicit be¬ 
lief about groups that task accomplishment and quality of social 
interaction are related (Gladstein, 1984; Guzzo and others, 
forthcoming; Staw, 1975). Consequently, groups effective in 
terms of task accomplishment are often groundlessly perceived 
as having desirable interaction process characteristics and groups 
with desirable interaction are often erroneously perceived to be 
effective in task accomplishment. Researchers who define group 
effectiveness (in part) in terms of favorable social interaction 
may themselves be expressing this same implicit belief. Task ac¬ 
complishment and satisfactory social interaction may be sepa¬ 
rate and independent. If so, perhaps they should not be mixed 
together as ingredients of effectiveness. 

Determinants of Effective Group Decision Making 

What can be learned from these general models of group 
performance that relates to group decision-making effective¬ 
ness? What do they say about organizational conditions and 
properties of groups that facilitate effective decision making in 
groups? Based on these models, I suggest J .h^iQljovmig^fiye^ 
point s arc essen tial c..Qnsjd,er 4 tiQIts. 

The Task. The properties of the task confronting a group 
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play an important role in determining group effectiveness, a 
point recognized by all the models reviewed. The task is impor¬ 
tant in at least two respects. First, the na^toeof the task has 
clear implications for the appropriateness of various perfor¬ 
mance strategies adopted by groups at work. A performance 
strategy is a set of norms and procedures operating in a group to 
guide task accomplishment. Depending on the task, certain per¬ 
formance strategies are likely to be more effective than others. 
Steiners (1972) discussion of group productivity recognized 
this point explicitly, although the concern there was not with 
differences among decision tasks per se but rather with differ¬ 
ences among all tasks that groups perform. The discussion of 
Sfalso concerned the fit between demands 
of cooperation imposed by the task and actual cooperation 
among group members as a determinant of group effectiveness. 
Socio-technical theory suggests that effectiveness is enhanced 
to the degree that a group has a task that is differentiated from 
the tasks of other groups. 

In regard to decision-making groups, greater attention 
needs to be given to differences among the various decision 
tasks encountered and the implications of those differences for 
the use of various strategies for making decisions in groups. 
Performance strategies for group decision making are examined 
more thoroughly below. 

A second reason why the task is an important considera¬ 
tion in group decision-making effectiveness is its motivational 
properties. High motivati on me ans high .effort. Hackman’s work 
(Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Hackman, 1982) strongly sug¬ 
gests that group member motivation is affected by factors such 
as the importance of the group task and the extent to which 
groups engage in whole tasks. Socio-technical theory, too, em¬ 
phasizes the importance of meaningful, whole tasks to group 
effectiveness. 

For decision-making groups, then, the implication is that 
motivation will be high when important issues are addressed and 
when decision-making groups are engaged in all four phases of 
decision making: intelligence, design, choice, and review. A 
common practice in organizations is for groups to become in- 
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volved in decision making only in the choice phase, such as 
when a meeting of managers is called to approve one of several 
alternative courses of action brought to them by subordinates. 
In this case the decision-making task is fractionated those en¬ 
gaged in intelligence and design are not those who engage in 
choice. Breaking up in this way the work of decision making 
may affect motivation. The nature of organizations and infor¬ 
mation is such that it is impossible (and undesirable) always to 
have a single group of people complete a whole decision-making 
task from intelligence to review, but it is useful to think about 
exploiting opportunities for groups to complete whole deci¬ 
sion-making tasks because of the apparent motivational benefits 
of doing so. 

One caveat about the motivational properties of impor¬ 
tant, whole decision-making tasks is based on work by Janis 
(1982; Janis and Mann, 1977). Janis suggests that important de¬ 
cisions, those with substantial consequences, can be stressful* 
and that this stress may lead decision-making groups to make 
poor decisions if they cope with the stress inadequately. It may 
be, then, that an optimal level of motivation exists for decision 
tasks, and that optimal level is generated either by the task it¬ 
self or by techniques for managing motivation when it is below 
or above that optimum. 

Rewards. It is hardly surprising that rewards are impor¬ 
tant determinants of group effectiveness. Of concern here are 
rewards attainable by the group on the basis of the group’s task 
completion and goal attainment. In the models reviewed, the 
importance of rewards to group performance is recognized by 
the work of Hackman (1982), Steiner (1972), and Shea and 
Guzzo (1984). 

Rewards for group achievements can affect both the ef¬ 
fort and coordination of a group. Effort, of course, is affected 
through the incentive value of the rewards. Rewards that.an 
organization can provide groups include pay, recognition, and 
time off. Coordination, on the other hand, is affected by the 
way rewards earned by the group are distributed. As discussed 
earlier, distributions that induce competition among group 
members (for example, the “best” individual receives the entire 
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reward) may be dysfunctional when tasks demand a high level 
of coordination. As is true for other tasks, the proper adminis¬ 
tration of rewards for group performance can be expected to 
facilitate effectiveness in decision making. 

Unfortunately, rewards for group performance generally 
are not very common in organizations. For example, incentive 
pay plans that reward group performance are used very infre¬ 
quently in comparison to those that reward individual or organ¬ 
ization-wide performance (Nash and Carroll, 1975). The estab¬ 
lishment of quality circles, though, has brought attention to the 
need to build into organizations ways of rewarding group per¬ 
formance (Munchus, 1983; Thompson, 1982). Some organiza¬ 
tions, especially Japanese firms, reward quality circles with 
money and recognition (Cole, 1979; Munchus, 1983; Thomp¬ 
son, 1982). These rewards are, in part, based on excellence in 
the decisions made and implemented by quality circles. It may 
be problematic, however, to reward decision-making groups 
other than quality circles for their performance (Murnighan, 
1982). Decision-making groups such as committees and task 
forces often form and disband in relatively short periods of 
time, and other decision-making groups may be made up of 
people from various quarters of the organization who meet in¬ 
formally only for the time necessary to make a particular deci¬ 
sion. Thus, it may be that rewarding such intact, long-term 
groups as quality circles for their decision-making performance 
is more easily accomplished than rewarding 'the many other 
kinds of groups engaged in decision making in organizations. 

Resources. It is indisputable that effectiveness depends 
on the resources embedded in the composition of a group. In¬ 
sufficient skill, expertise, or strength for a task doom a group 
to failure. And as pointed out by Shiflett (1979) and others, 
the mere presence of the right resources does not guarantee 
effectiveness. Effectiveness also depends on the manner in 
which those resources are converted into group products 
through the group’s interaction. 

Apart from membership resources, resources in the or¬ 
ganizational environment also appear to be an important deter¬ 
minant of group effectiveness. Groups that are able to tap an 
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organizational environment rich in resources are more likely to 
be effective than those that are unable to do so. In Hackman’s 
model of effectiveness, resources that an organization can pro¬ 
vide include training and development for group members, ad¬ 
vice, and planned interventions (for example, team-building ex¬ 
periences) that can change the group in the interest of greater 
effectiveness. Organizational resources also play a role in affect¬ 
ing a group’s sense of potency, according to Shea and Guzzo 
(1984). Potency refers to the collective belief by a group that it 
can be effective, and an important influence on that belief is the 
extent to which the organization makes available to a group the 
support the group needs to accomplish its work. Teams in retail 
stores, for example, will need on different occasions display 
racks, accounting forms, adequate floor space, training in prod¬ 
uct knowledge, and other goods or support services that rehte 
to the task of selling. Thus, the availability of resources from 
the environment in which groups perform tasks is a determinant 
of effectiveness. 

The performance of decision-making groups can be aided 
through the existence of decision support systems in organiza¬ 
tions. Decision support systems may involve computerized in¬ 
formation processing that helps groups manage the data on 
which decisions are based, such as by aggregating and displaying 
information in new ways and easing the difficulties of estimating 
consequences of proposed alternatives. Computers also can help 
resolve conflict in decision-making groups (Cook and Ham¬ 
mond, 1982), as discussed more thoroughly below. Computers as 
resources hold great potential for enhancing the effectiveness of 
decision-making groups, although few demonstrations of their 
favorable impact on organizational decision making exist (Bass, 
1983). 

Autonomy. Two theoretical perspectives on group effec¬ 
tiveness emphasize autonomy as an essential ingredient in suc¬ 
cessful group performance. Hackman’s (1982) model regards 
autonomy as a necessary element in the design of the group and 
its task because autonomy is viewed as stimulating effort, the 
use of member skills and abilities, and the adoption of an appro¬ 
priate task performance strategy. The socio-technical perspective 
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regards autonomy as crucial to the creation of truly effective 
work groups because autonomy enables the group to control 
its own task performance procedures and boundary transactions. 

Investing autonomy in a decision-making group empow¬ 
ers it in a number of ways. With autonomy, groups can deter¬ 
mine their membership, rules for meetings, division of labor, 
rules for selecting one alternative over another, and methods of 
reviewing past choices. Returning to the example of quality cir¬ 
cles as decision-making groups, it can be seen that these groups 
experience considerable autonomy in selecting the problems 
they address. Autonomy in a decision-making group, however, 
does not always coincide with responsibility for decisions. A 
work group may have autonomy in specifying problems and de¬ 
vising solutions, but a decision may require approval from a dif¬ 
ferent level in the organization before it can be implemented. 
Thus, responsibility for implementing the chosen course of ac¬ 
tion resides outside that group. 

Appropriate Performance Strategies. A fifth stimulus to 
group decision-making effectiveness that can be derived from 
the general models reviewed is the importance of the appropri¬ 
ateness of the group’s performance strategy for fulfilling the 
demands of its task. The general models of both Steiner (1972) 
and Hackman (1982) state that, for groups to be effective, they 
must adopt performance strategies that are consistent with the 
performance requirements of the task. With regard to decision¬ 
making groups, there is little systematic analysis of the fit be¬ 
tween available performance strategies and the demands of deci¬ 
sion making, which I will explore in the next section. 

Performance Strategies for Group Decision Making 

Various performance strategies available to groups are dis¬ 
cussed here as those strategies pertain to the distinct demands 
of the four phases of decision making. 

Intelligence Phase. The intelligence of decision making is 
concerned with identifying circumstances calling for a decision. 
Those circumstances include crises, the resolution of problems, 
and opportunities for new and innovative actions. Intelligence 
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(and review) activities are not nearly as well understood as de¬ 
sign and choice activities (Edwards, 1954), and thus it is diffi¬ 
cult to specify appropriate norms and procedures for decision¬ 
making groups to adopt when performing intelligence activities. 
Some possibilities, though, are described below. 

Strategies for identifying problems in need of resolution 
through decision making adhere to a basic principle of detect¬ 
ing a discrepancy between what is and what should be (Bass, 
1983; Taylor, 1984). What should be is a standard or goal 
against which to evaluate a present state of affairs, and a de¬ 
scription of what should be is predicated on agreement about 
goals and goal clarity. Often in organizations goal agreement 
and clarity exist, but sometimes they do not, leading to differ¬ 
ences of opinion about whether or not decisions need to be 
made. 

When objectives are clear, deviations from them can be 
assessed through systematic analysis of the source and magni¬ 
tude of the discrepancy. Kepner and Tregoe’s (1965) approach 
to discovering problems relies on the use of a series of struc¬ 
tured questions pertaining to the nature of and reasons for a 
discrepancy from goals. A similar technique for organizing in¬ 
formation about a problem is force field analysis (Ulschak, 
Nathanson, and Gillan, 1981). When applied to groups, it first 
requires them to define as precisely as possible the discrepancy 
between present and desired conditions. Next, force field analy¬ 
sis calls for specification of the “driving” and “restraining” 
forces as they pertain to achieving desired conditions. Driving 
forces are those things that help bring about the desired end; 
restraining forces are those that prevent it. To illustrate, assume 
a decision-making group is formed to determine how to reduce 
turnover among part-time employees in an organization. The de¬ 
sired state is, say, 5 percent turnover per month while the pres¬ 
ent state is 15 percent monthly turnover. Forces that prevent 
the desired state might include low wages, poor working hours, 
and a mismatch between work force skills and job demands. 
Forces that help achieve the desired state might include a favor¬ 
able organizational climate, skillful management, and a work 
force dominated by students and others who typically seek 



58 


Designing Effective Work Groups 


part-time employment. After identification of driving and re¬ 
straining forces, force field analysis calls for the assessment of 
their relative strengths. Which forces are the most powerful in 
preventing the desired state? Which are most powerful in help¬ 
ing to achieve the desired state? Following this step, the group 
can move on to the design phase of decision making to create 
alternative courses of action that would solve the problem with¬ 
out weakening the favorable driving forces while eliminating the 
most powerful restraining forces acting to prevent attainment 
of the desired state. 

Force field analysis is simply a way of organizing infor¬ 
mation in a group that helps to identify problems calling for a 
decision. It is neither jazzy nor technologically advanced, yet it 
does provide a performance strategy for groups to adopt in the 
intelligence phase of decision making. 

A different strategy for use by groups in intelligence ac¬ 
tivities is brainstorming. Brainstorming is, as mentioned earlier, 
a technique often used in quality circles to generate alternative 
courses of action. It is a technique that also can be used in the 
intelligence phase of decision making to identify problems and 
opportunities for decision making. 

Brainstorming is a strategy that relies on four essential 
rules to govern a group meeting (Stein, 1975). The rules are (1) 
criticism is ruled out, (2) freewheeling is welcomed (that is, any 
idea is acceptable to report), (3) as many ideas as possible 
should be stated, and (4) combining and improving already 
stated ideas is desired. The concern of brainstorming is the gen¬ 
eration of ideas in a nonevaluative atmosphere. It is predicated 
on assumptions that the best ideas appear when they are not 
subject to immediate evaluation and when dominant, relatively 
common ideas have already been released (hence the emphasis 
on quantity and combination). 

Considerable controversy exists in the research literature 
regarding the merits of brainstorming as a performance strategy 
for groups, in part because some studies compared the perfor¬ 
mance of brainstorming groups to nonbrainstorming groups 
while other studies compared the performance of brainstorming 
groups to that of individuals. When compared to individuals, 
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brainstorming groups are not superior; when compared to oth¬ 
er groups, however, brainstorming groups appear superior 
(McGrath, 1984). Thus, brainstorming appears to have value as 
a strategy for managing the intelligence and design activities of 
groups. 

Design Phase. A number of performance strategies exist 
for use in the design phase of decision making. Brainstorming, 
just described, is one technique applicable when alternative 
courses of action must be devised. Other techniques for gener¬ 
ating novel ideas are described by Stein (1975) and Maier 
(1970). A technique that has enjoyed a measure of popularity 
in organizations is the nominal group technique (NGT) (Del- 
becq, Van de Ven, and Gustafson, 1975). 

NGT imposes a sequence of steps that control the inter¬ 
action among group members during decision making. The steps 
of NGT actually extend into the choice phase of decision mak¬ 
ing. The first step calls for group members to work silently in 
generating their own lists of alternative solutions. The second 
step then requires group members to report in round-robin fash¬ 
ion the alternatives each generated during the prior step. These 
are recorded publicly on a master list, and the members are given 
sufficient opportunity to exhaust their private lists of alterna¬ 
tives. Discussion among members during this stage is not per¬ 
mitted; talking is permissible only to report an alternative from 
one’s list. The third step permits discussion but restricts it to 
issues of clarification and brief comment on the alternatives on 
the master list. The objective of this stage is to ensure that all 
group members understand each alternative and to provide each 
alternative limited exposure to evaluative comments. At the 
conclusion of this step in the NGT, the last step is one of select¬ 
ing a single alternative through voting. 

NGT imposes structure and limits discussion in the inter¬ 
est of effective decision making. The procedure, in effect, at¬ 
tempts to reduce process losses due to social interaction and 
lack of task orientation in groups. Evidence of favorable effects 
of NGT exists (for example, Delbecq, Van de Ven, and Gustaf¬ 
son, 1975), although that evidence is best construed as showing 
that groups using NGT tend to produce greater numbers of 
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alternative solutions than groups not using NGT, but the qual¬ 
ity of alternatives generated by NGT is not necessarily greater 
than the quality of alternatives generated by groups not using 
NGT (Guzzo, forthcoming). 

The application of computers, in the manner described 
by Cook and Hammond (1982), to aid decision process in 
groups provides a unique performance strategy for facilitating 
design activities. Cook and Hammond argue that a common ob¬ 
stacle to effective group decision making is conflict, especially 
m the expression of divergent points of view by group mem¬ 
bers. They suggest, in fact, that people are relatively poor com¬ 
municators of their own thinking on a decision issue and that 
much ineffectual verbal debating ensues in groups because of 
this. To overcome this problem, Cook and Hammond describe a 
way of representing, through computer-based mathematics and 
graphics, each group member’s “judgment policy.” 

A judgment policy refers to the manner in which an indi¬ 
vidual weighs the importance of different factors in a decision 
and combines those factors into a preference for one alternative 
over others. Since individuals are relatively ineffective at com¬ 
municating judgment policies, a method of depicting differences 
among group members’ judgment policies and communicating 
these differences may aid groups greatly. The method advocated 
by Cook and Hammond is multiple regression analysis of the 
relationship between preferences for alternatives and points of 
information relevant to the evaluation of alternatives. Applied 
to each group member, such analysis yields a statistical model 
of how each person weighs the importance of each pertinent 
factor for each alternative. For example, differences of opinion 
may reside in a group given responsibility for deciding what 
computer network system an organization should purchase. The 
opinion differences may concern many possible factors relevant 
to the purchase, such as cost, ease of implementation, service 
expandability of the system, and so on. Policy capturing through 
multiple regression can provide the group with a picture, in ob¬ 
jective terms, of exactly how group members disagree with re¬ 
gard to the importance each member gives to the various factors 
and, thus, why group members disagree about which alternative 
computer system to purchase. 
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The general applicability of the policy-capturing method 
described by Cook and Hammond is limited because of require¬ 
ments of time to put it in place and accessibility to computers, 
but once established the method can be used repeatedly with 
relative ease. More details of the method are described by Cook 
and Hammond (1982). Of interest here is the usefulness of 
adopting the policy-capturing strategy to give members insights 
that might otherwise be unattainable. These insights can lead to 
the creation of other alternatives that satisfy all members’ con¬ 
cerns for the factors to be considered in making a choice. Thus, 
policy capturing is a diagnostic device. It does not prescribe a 
way of choosing among alternatives but it does give a unique 
view for group members to think about existing alternatives and 
can lead to the development of new alternatives. 

Choice. The process of choice, selecting one from among 
two or more alternatives, has been studied in a variety of ways. 
Many studies of choice in groups are descriptive. That is, they 
seek to describe how it is that groups arrive at a commitment to 
one alternative. Some but not all such descriptive studies lead to 
prescriptions for managing group interaction during the choice 
phase to enhance effectiveness. Other prescriptions for appro¬ 
priate performance strategy during choice arise from research 
on individual decision making. 

One line of research describing how groups make choices 
grew out of Davis’s (1973) social decision schemes framework. 
This framework seeks to identify by what rule individual pref¬ 
erences become translated into group choices. Possible rules 
include unanimity (all individuals must agree) and majority rule. 
Most groups appear to operate on the basis of majority rule to 
make choices, although the strength of the majority required 
for choice and other aspects of choice processes have been 
found to vary according to group size, power differences among 
members, and other situational factors (McGrath, 1984;Murni- 
ghan, 1982). 

A different descriptive approach is Hoffman’s (1979, 
1982) work on the relationship between the valence of alterna¬ 
tives and the selection among them by groups. According to 
Hoffman’s model, valence is a force toward the adoption of an 
alternative. Each alternative acquires valence during group dis- 
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cussion. The strength of an alternative’s positive valence is de¬ 
termined by the number of favorable and unfavorable com¬ 
ments made about it, and the likelihood of its adoption is di¬ 
rectly related to the strength of its positive valence. Hoffman 
(1982) suggests that the accumulation of valence by an alterna¬ 
tive is an implicit process, one that goes on out of the awareness 
of group members, and that the valence accumulated by alterna¬ 
tives is often unrelated to the quality of alternatives. Thus, the 
favored alternative in a group is not always the best. Hoffman 
(1982) discusses a number of implications of his model for im¬ 
proving the decision process of groups by preventing an alterna¬ 
tive from being adopted too early or without adequate justifi¬ 
cation. 

Techniques for making choices abound in the literature 
(Bass, 1983; Taylor, 1984), although these techniques are not 
necessarily targeted for use with groups and little evidence 
exists of their impact on group decision-making effectiveness. 
Examples of these techniques include the use of a decision ma¬ 
trix and multiattribute decision analysis. A decision matrix is a 
means of systematically arraying the alternatives under consid¬ 
eration and the attributes, positive and negative, of the alterna¬ 
tives. The matrix facilitates comparisons among alternatives 
and, thus, should facilitate the choice process. Multiattribute 
utility analysis is, in a sense, a refinement and extension of the 
use of a decision matrix. It calls for a display of alternatives and 
their attributes, but it also calls for each attribute to be assigned 
a value (for example, purchase cost) and a weight of impor¬ 
tance. The values of each attribute are standardized, and the 
standardized values are then multiplied by the weight assigned 
to each attribute. Since each alternative course of action has 
multiple attributes, the means of arriving at a choice are to add 
the scores (that is, the products of the attribute weight times 
attribute value) for each alternative and to 'adopt the alternative 
with the most favorable score. Note that multiattribute utility 
analysis, however, says little about how to arrive at agreement 
among group members when they differ in their assessments of 
weights and values for attributes. 

While no single best technique for choice has been identi- 
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fied for use with groups, a technique for challenging favored 
alternatives has been found useful in decision-making groups. 
That technique is performing the role of “devil’s advocate.” In 
the devil’s advocate role a group member challenges the merits 
of an alternative favored by the majority of the group, airing 
arguments against the alternative and testing the wisdom of se¬ 
lecting it. The objective of the role, of course, is to prevent poor 
choices resulting from hurried or careless considerations. Evi¬ 
dence of the usefulness of the role in government decision-mak¬ 
ing groups is reported by Janis (1982) and George (1975). The 
usefulness of the role may depend heavily on the style with 
which it is carried out. Schwenk and Cosier (1980) found that a 
devil’s advocate as a carping critic added little to decision-mak¬ 
ing effectiveness but an objective, nonemotional devil’s advo¬ 
cate enhanced effectiveness. 

Review. Owing to a dearth of research in this area, there 
are few performance strategies to be considered for use by 
groups during the review phase of decision making. However, 
there are interesting findings regarding postchoice experiences 
of individual decision makers that appear relevant to decision¬ 
making groups. These findings concern postchoice rationaliza¬ 
tion and escalating commitment to a choice. 

Research on postchoice rationalization suggests that con¬ 
siderable energy is spent by individuals to justify a choice just 
made (Bass, 1983; Janis and Mann, 1977). This postchoice ra¬ 
tionalization can be useful in that it can build commitment to 
the chosen alternative that may sustain efforts to implement it. 
On the other hand, justifying the choice can diminish the capac¬ 
ity to evaluate objectively the merits of its implementation. 
Thus, the need for a new decision making may be missed. Re- 
latedly, research on escalating commitment shows that individ¬ 
uals tend to adhere too long to a chosen course of action in the 
face of mounting costs (Staw, 1976). In other words, once a 
line of action gets under way consistent with an initial choice, 
individual decision makers find it difficult to break away from 
it. 

The extent to which the review activities of decision-mak¬ 
ing groups are subject to the influences of postchoice rationali- 
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z at ion and escalating commitment to action is not clear at this 
time. Awareness of such phenomena, however, may prove use¬ 
ful to groups examining the consequences of choices they made. 

Summary 


. Decision making is comprised of four types of activity: 
intelligence, design, choice, and review. These activities can be 
considered phases in a cycle, although the phases do not neces¬ 
sarily occur in a strict, orderly progression and each phase 
shares elements of the activities of the other phases. This defini¬ 
tion of decision making subsumes a number of distinctions 
among group tasks made by other group researchers and adds a 
significant measure of complexity to the study of group deci¬ 
sion making. Such a definition, however, provides a realistic 
account of the activities of decision-making groups in organiza¬ 
tions and forces the consideration of multiple factors as deter¬ 
minants of decision-making effectiveness. 

General theoretical frameworks of group performance 
give insight into determinants of effective decision making by 
groups in organizations. These determinants include (1) the na¬ 
ture of the decision task, both in terms of the demands it places 
on the group interaction process and its motivational properties, 
(2) the existence of rewards for task performance by groups and 
the distribution of those rewards in a way that facilitates the 
member interaction and effort needed to perform a task, (3) the 
availability to the group of those resources, found both within 
the group and in the group’s environment, that facilitate task 
performance, (4) autonomy for groups in their work as deci¬ 
sion-making units, and (5) the appropriateness of performance 
strategies for groups to implement when making decisions. Po¬ 
tential performance strategies for use by decision-making groups 
were reviewed for their relation to the four phases of decision 
making. In terms of managing groups for effective decision mak- 
ing, organizations can act to ensure effectiveness by managing 
the conditions in which groups make decisions and the proce¬ 
dures used to make them. 
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In this section I wish to suggest some directions for fu¬ 
ture research and theorizing that I believe will lead to significant 
advances for understanding and practice. The list of points be¬ 
low pertains to the study of decision-making groups in organiza¬ 
tions and follows closely from many of the issues already dis¬ 
cussed. By no means is the list exhaustive. 

1. Focus on all phases of decision making. Past research 
and theory on group decision making has focused almost exclu¬ 
sively on the design and choice phases of decision making. As 
mentioned previously, the focus of past research is strongly tied 
to the predominance of a certain method of research. The ne¬ 
glected phases of decision making, intelligence and review, need 
to receive more research attention, and theories of group deci¬ 
sion making that span the four phases stand to make substantial 
contributions. It was noted that much recent research on group 
decision making is descriptive in nature, aimed at uncovering 
the processes that go on “naturally” in decision-making groups. 
It may be worthwhile to develop normative theories of group 
decision making-that is, theories of how it should occur 
throughout its four phases-and then conduct research to test 
these theories. Much of Maier’s (1970) early work on group de¬ 
cision making and creativity was normative in nature and gen¬ 
erated many useful prescriptions for enhancing effectiveness. 

2. Field experiments are needed. Although there is an 
appreciable body of literature on group decision making, rela¬ 
tively few research reports exist of experimentation with group 
decision making in field settings. Most experimental research to 
date has been with groups in laboratory settings, and most field 
research has been nonexperimental. Thus, a need for field ex¬ 
periments exists, especially with regard to the impact of various 
performance strategies on group decision-making effectiveness. 
Does the nominal group technique “work” when used repeated¬ 
ly by decision-making groups in organizational settings? What 
are the conditions that make the devil’s advocate role most suc¬ 
cessful in aiding decision-making quality (see George, 1975)? 
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How do changes in group membership affect the performance 
of a decision-making group? These and many other questions 
are answerable through controlled experimentation in field set- 
tings. 

3. Examine differences in decision tasks. The intelligence 
phase can reveal many different kinds of occasions for decision 
making, and it will be fruitful to examine more closely the 
kinds of decision tasks addressed by groups. A gross but useful 
distinction of this sort already discussed was that of crises, 
problems, and opportunities made by Mintzberg, Raisinghani’ 
and Theoret (1976). A more detailed analysis may find, for 
example, that within each of these categories there are identi¬ 
fiable differences among decision tasks that have implications 
for the appropriateness of various performance strategies. Deci¬ 
sion tasks surely differ in the demands they place on each of the 
four phases of decision making, and the development of theory 
relating the demands of decision tasks to performance strategies 
for groups may prove very valuable. 

4. Consider the role of motivation in decision making. 
General thories of group performance frequently cite the im¬ 
portance of motivation in determining performance, such as by 
citing the role of member effort or the effects of incentives in a 
group. Theories related to group decision making, however, 
seem not to focus on motivational factors. Instead, the focus 
tends to be on information processing or social interaction. If 
motivation is an important determinant of group performance 
in general, then it should also be so for group decision-making 
performance: Motivation may play a significant role in driving 
information search behaviors, creativity, and other components 
of group decision making. Many factors conceivably could in¬ 
fluence motivation in decision-making groups, including incen¬ 
tives, the importance of the decision task, or the degree of in¬ 
volvement m all phases of decision making, and there is ample 
opportunity to explore the causes and consequences of moti- 
vation in decision-making groups. 

5. Assess resource needs. Effective decision making by 
groups in organizations may often require many resources, and 
the resource needs of groups may change as groups pass through 
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the various stages of decision making. Research on group perfor¬ 
mance traditionally has given much attention to how groups 
make use of the resources within a group (especially as those re¬ 
sources reside in group members in the form of expertise) but 
comparatively little attention to understanding how groups 
make use of resources outside the group, such as resources pro¬ 
vided by the organizations in which groups work. The transac¬ 
tions between a group and its environment, especially those 
through which a group draws from its environment the infor¬ 
mation, guidance, tools and other resources that aid group per¬ 
formance, should prove to be a worthwhile topic of investiga¬ 
tion in the study of group decision making. The nature of those 
transactions may well vary with the phases of decision making. 

6. Prepare for the future. There is a computer revolution 
going on, even if it is less sudden or sweeping than many prog¬ 
nosticators thought. The use of computers has many implica¬ 
tions for group decision making, especially related to ways of 
processing information and interacting with fellow group mem¬ 
bers. Computer conferencing, for example, is a method by 
which a group can engage in decision making without meeting 
face-to-face. The impact of such technology on group decision 
making is an important area of research and theorizing (Kies- 
ler, Siegel, and McGuire, 1984). Future research on this topic 
might want to consider not only what technology does to 
groups as decision makers but also examine how that technol¬ 
ogy can best be managed for raising the effectiveness of deci¬ 
sion-making groups. 
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It’s not that there are no theories of leadership around. There 
are theories of managerial leadership, from the classic state¬ 
ments of organization theorists such as Fayol ([1916] 1949), 
Gulick, and Urwick (Gulick and Urwick, 1937) to the sophisti¬ 
cated contemporary ideas of Bennis (Bennis and Nanus, 1985) 
and Drucker (1966). There are descriptive models of leader be¬ 
havior that provide great insight into what leaders usually do 
(Mintzberg, 1973). There are psychological theories that focus 
on the traits of effective leaders (Fiedler, 1978), on their behav¬ 
ioral styles (Fleishman, 1973), and on the nature of “charis¬ 
matic” leadership (Bass, 1985; House, 1977). There are social 
psychological models (Calder, 1977; Graen, 1976; Hollander 
and Julian, 1970) that examine the interactions and attributions 
that take place between leaders and the led. There are explicitly 


Note: Prepared for a conference on groups in organizations held at 
Camegie-Mellon University, September 16-18, 1984. Support for the first 
author’s work on this chapter was provided in part by the Organizational 
Effectiveness Research Program, Office of Naval Research, through Con¬ 
tract N00014-80-C-0555 to Yale University. Support for the second au¬ 
thor’s work on this paper was provided by Lex Service PLC and the Divi¬ 
sion of Research, Harvard Graduate School of Business Administration. 
Helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper were provided by the 
participants at the Carnegie-Mellon conference and by Connie Gersick. 
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normative theories that specify how a leader ought to act under 
various circumstances (Blake and Mouton, 1964; Hersey and 
Blanchard, 1982; Vroom and Yetton, 1973). And there are re¬ 
views on top of reviews attempting to make sense of the volumi¬ 
nous empirical and conceptual literature on leadership (Hollan¬ 
der, 1985; Stogdill, 1974). 

It is arguable that the world has all the theories of leader¬ 
ship it will need for some time to come. We will, nonetheless, 
sketch in this chapter the beginnings of yet another such theory 
— even though we are acutely aware of the risk of putting even 
more unrefined ore atop an already substantial conceptual pile. 
We justify the venture in two ways. First, so far we have not 
found among existing leadership theories one that deals to our 
satisfaction with the leadership of task-performing groups in 
organizations , a topic of special interest to both of us. And sec¬ 
ond, there is a way of thinking about leadership, the “func¬ 
tional” approach, whose potential for pushing forward under¬ 
standing about group leadership is, in our view, both high and 
relatively unexploited. 1 With this chapter, we hope to help 
readers determine for themselves if the potential of a functional 
approach is as great we we believe it to be. 

We seek a way of thinking about the leadership of groups 
that has the following attributes. 

1. It would deal specifically with leadership phenomena 
that occur in bounded groups that do real work (ranging from 
making decisions to actually producing things) in purposive so¬ 
cial systems. We have no particular interest in contributing to 
discussions about possible differences between “leadership” 
and “management,” nor do we care which academic discipline 
traditionally has owned the concepts we use in our explora¬ 
tions. Instead, we seek power in understanding what can be 
done to improve the effectiveness of task-performing groups in 
organizations, and we will use whatever concepts turn out to be 
helpful in that endeavor. If what we come up with turns out to 

1. Early functionalist thinking about management is found in the 
work of Barnard (1938) and Davis (1942). Signs of a resurgence of the ap¬ 
proach are found in the recent work of Rauch and Behling (1984) on lead¬ 
ership and that of Peterson (1982) on interpersonal relationships. 
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be useful in gaining leverage on other leadership phenomena 
(for example, political leadership, the supervision of individuals, 
or the management of whole organizations) so much the better 
—but that will be serendipitous rather than by design. 

2. It would focus on the person (or, in some cases, per¬ 
sons) who link a group with the larger social system of which it 
is a part. This person typically has special responsibility for how 
well the group performs and has access to information and re¬ 
sources that are less readily available to other group members. 
We will refer to him or her as the “leader” of the group (even 
though occasionally group leadership may be done by a team of 
leaders). We are not concerned at this point with how the leader 
came to occupy the role (that is, by appointment, election, or 
simple emergence) or with the organizational location of the 
role (that is, within the group, on its boundary, or outside). We 
prefer an approach that is not tied to a particular perch from 
which leadership is provided or to the path by which the occu¬ 
pant of that perch got there. 

3. It would be normative and usable. It would focus spe¬ 
cifically on what is required for a leader to help a group do its 
work effectively, and it would provide a cognitive model that 
leaders can use in designing, building, and maintaining effective 
groups in varying organizational circumstances. For example, it 
should provide ways of dealing with questions such as the fol¬ 
lowing: 

• What factors should leaders give special attention to when a 
group’s performance is substandard or when members appear 
to be unable to work together competently? 

• On what basis should people be selected for leadership roles, 
and how should they be trained to perform them effectively? 

• When should organizational representatives appoint (or re¬ 
quire that the group select) someone inside the group to serve 
as team leader? When might an internal team leader be un¬ 
necessary or redundant? 

• What should be done differently in designing and staffing 
leadership roles for new as opposed to relatively mature 
groups, or for groups that operate in widely different task 
and organizational circumstances? 
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4. It would prompt research on leadership that is both of 
scholarly interest and practical use. While the approach we sug¬ 
gest in this chapter probably cannot be tested as an intact whole, 
it should generate numerous questions that are amenable to sys¬ 
tematic research test-tests that, taken together, would provide 
an assessment of the validity and usefulness of the overall ap¬ 
proach. It should be possible, for example, to demonstrate em¬ 
pirically both that the cognitive models leaders use to guide 
their behavior differ substantially (and in predictable ways) for 
effective as opposed to ineffective leaders and that effective 
leaders are more skilled at executing the behaviors called for by 
their models than are their less effective peers. And it should be 
possible to show that groups led by individuals who have been 
selected and trained in accord with our approach are more ef¬ 
fective than groups led by individuals not so selected and trained. 

The aspirations listed above are ambitious, and let us say 
at the outset that we do not adequately fulfill them in this 
chapter. We do hope, however, to provide some new ideas, and 
some directions for further development of those ideas, that 
may eventually contribute both to a better understanding of 
leadership in task-oriented groups and to an improved technol¬ 
ogy for helping group leaders perform their roles well. 

Functional Approach to Leadership 

The key assertion in the functional approach to leader¬ 
ship is that “[the leader’s] main job is to do, or get done, what¬ 
ever is not being adequately handled for group needs” (McGrath, 
1962, p. 5). If a leader manages, by whatever means, to ensure 
that all functions critical to both task accomplishment and 
group maintenance are adequately taken care of, then the leader 
has done his or her job well. 

What are the critical functions that must be fulfilled in a 
task-performing group? Roby (1961) identified nine functions 
key to group task accomplishment, ranging from scanning the 
environment to coordinated execution of the group’s response. 2 

2. The full list is (1) vigilance, (2) storage, (3) transformation, (4) 
forecasting, (5) addressing, routing, and distributing, (6) action selection, 
(7) jurisdiction, (8) execution, and (9) phasing. 
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Schutz (1961), focusing on the maintenance of the group as a 
social system, described critical functions in three areas: the 
group’s relations with other people and groups, members’ rela¬ 
tions with one another, and members’ interdependent work 
toward some shared goal. 3 

Explicitly building on Roby’s ideas about task functions 
and Schutz’s ideas about group and interpersonal functions, 
McGrath (1962) developed a generalized statement of critical 
leadership functions, which he arrayed in a two-by-two matrix. 
One axis deals with the type of activity—specifically, monitor¬ 
ing or taking executive action. The other axis describes the ori¬ 
entation of the activity—whether it is internal or external to the 
group. The resulting cells describe key leadership functions that 
must be fulfilled if a group is to be effective (McGrath, 1962, 

P-17): 

1. Diagnosing group deficiencies (monitoring/in¬ 
ternal) 

2. Taking remedial action to correct deficiencies 
(executive action/internal) 

3. Forecasting impending environmental changes 
(monitoring/external) 

4. Preventing deleterious environmental changes 
or their effects (executive action/external) 

Based on this framework, McGrath developed lists of the 
knowledge and the skills that a leader should have to fulfill 
these functions. For example, in the “diagnosis” cell, a leader 
needs knowledge of (1) what are and are not critical group func¬ 
tions, (2) their relative importance, (3) standards of adequacy 
for each of them, and (4) procedures for assessing their presence 
and absence. The leader also needs skill in observing critical 

3. Examples include (taking one item from each of the three areas): 
ensuring sufficient involvement with outside groups to avoid isolation, but 
not so much that the group loses its privacy; ensuring sufficient control 
that members can influence one another, but not so much that individual 
contributions are lost; and finding ways to recognize and integrate the cog¬ 
nitive styles of group members. 
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group functions and inferring group deficiencies. McGrath does 
similar derivations for the other three cells and shows their im¬ 
plications for leadership training. 

McGrath’s paper (a mimeographed report written at the 
request of the U.S. Civil Service Commission) is virtually un¬ 
known, even to researchers in the leadership area, if frequency 
of citation is any indication. Yet it anticipates many of the cur¬ 
rently promising developments in leadership research, in which 
the emphasis is not so much on what the leader should do as on 
what needs to be done for effective performance (compare 
House and Mitchell, 1974; Kerr and Jermier, 1978; Oldham, 
1976). Because the functional approach leaves room for an in¬ 
definite number of specific ways to get a critical function ac¬ 
complished, it avoids the need to delineate the specific behav¬ 
iors that a leader should exhibit in given circumstances—a trap 
into which it is all too easy for leadership theorists to fall. 

As formulated by McGrath, the functional approach is 
generic almost to a fault: It could apply to virtually anybody 
leading virtually anything. For our purposes, we must ask a 
more focused question: What are the critical functions that 
need to be fulfilled if a work group in an organization is to per¬ 
form effectively? To answer that question requires that we 
know something about those aspects of the group and the sit¬ 
uation that are particularly potent in determining how well 
organizational teams perform—those matters about which some¬ 
thing may “need to be done” by group leaders. 

Group Effectiveness 

There are several factors that determine whether or not a 
team is an appropriate device for performing some piece of 
work—such as the degree to which the work requires interde¬ 
pendent activity for successful completion, whether the organi¬ 
zation tilts toward a “control” or a “commitment” work force 
management strategy (see Chapter Five by Walton and Hack- 
man), how feasible it is to create and support a team in the or¬ 
ganizational culture, and so on. Rather than delve into such 
matters here, we will assume that a team is the performing unit 



78 Designing Effective Work Groups 

of choice and proceed to explore what is required to foster its 
effectiveness. 4 

Group Effectiveness Defined. The overall effectiveness of 
a group, in our view, depends on its standing on the following 
three dimensions: 

1. The degree to which the group’s productive output 
(that is, its product or service) meets the standards of quantity, 
quality, and timeliness of the people who receive, review, and/ 
or use that output. If, for example, a group generated a product 
that was wholly unacceptable to its legitimate client, it would be 
hard to argue that the group was effective—no matter what the 
group’s own evaluation of its product was or how the product 
scored on some objective performance index. While it is uncom¬ 
mon for group researchers to rely on system-defined (rather 
than objective) performance assessments, the fact is that reliable 
objective performance measures are rare in work organizations. 
Even when they do exist, what happens to a team usually de¬ 
pends far more on others’ assessments of the output than it 
does on any objective performance measure. 

2. The degree to which the process of carrying out the 
work enhances the capability of members to work together 
interdependently in the future. Some groups operate in ways 
that make it impossible for members to work together again 
(for example, mutual antagonism becomes so high that mem¬ 
bers would choose to accept collective failure rather than share 
knowledge and information with one another). In other groups, 
members become highly skilled at working together, resulting 
in a performing unit that becomes increasingly capable over 
time (for example, a string quartet or athletic team whose mem¬ 
bers become able to anticipate one another’s next moves, ini¬ 
tiating appropriate responses to those moves even as they occur). 
Even when a group is temporary (such as a one-shot task force), 
we would examine what has happened to the performance capa¬ 
bility of the team qua team over its life in judging its overall 
effectiveness. 

3. The degree to which the group experience contributes 


4. The next two sections draw heavily on Hackman (forthcoming). 



Leading Groups in Organizations 


79 


to the growth and personal well-being of team members. Some 
groups operate in ways that block the development of individ¬ 
ual members and frustrate satisfaction of their personal needs; 
other groups provide their members with many opportunities 
for learning and need satisfaction. Even when the official pur¬ 
pose of a group has nothing to do with personal development, 
we would examine the impact of the group experience on indi¬ 
vidual members in assessing its overall effectiveness. 

In sum, we maintain that there is no single, unidimen¬ 
sional criterion of team effectiveness; determining how well a 
team has performed always involves much more than simply 
counting outputs. Not only must social and personal criteria be 
considered, but even assessments of task performance are com¬ 
plex because they depend on system-specified (rather than re¬ 
searcher-specified) standards. 

The relative weights one would assign to the three cri¬ 
terion dimensions vary across circumstances. If a temporary 
team were formed to perform a single task of extraordinary im¬ 
portance, for example, then the second and third dimensions 
would be of little relevance in judging the team’s effectiveness. 
On the other hand, teams sometimes are formed primarily to 
help members gain experience, learn some things, and become 
competent as a performing unit. The task of such a group may 
be more an excuse for the team than the reason for it, and 
assessments of the team’s effectiveness would depend far more 
on the second and third dimensions than on the first. 

With this understanding of the three dimensions of team 
effectiveness, let us turn now to the conditions that, if present, 
increase the chances that a group will achieve a high standing on 
them. We will give relatively more attention to the task dimen¬ 
sion than to the social and personal dimensions because it ap¬ 
pears that one of the most powerful ways to help a team on the 
latter two dimensions is to foster its standing on the first. In¬ 
deed, it may be next to impossible for a group to achieve a high 
standing on the social and personal dimensions if it is failing on 
its task. 

Conditions Required for Group Effectiveness. As scien¬ 
tists, we have been trained to look for the specific causes of 
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phenomena in which we have interest. When a group performs 
particularly well (or poorly), for example, our tendency is to 
rule out as many possible explanations as we can and pin down 
the true causal agent. In studies of social system effectiveness 
our training can mislead us, for three reasons. 

First, influences on group effectiveness do not come in 
separate, easily distinguishable packages. They come, instead, in 
complex tangles that often are as hard to straighten out as a 
backlash on a fishing reel. To try to partial out the effects of 
each possible determinant of team effectiveness can lead to the 
conclusion that no single factor has a very powerful effect—a 
conclusion reached by more than one reviewer of the group per¬ 
formance literature. Each possible cause loses its potency when 
studied in isolation from other conditions also in place for the 
groups under study. It appears that group effectiveness in or¬ 
ganizations usually is overdetermined—that is, it is the product 
of multiple, nonindependent factors whose influence depends in 
part on the fact that they are redundant. 

Second, there are many different ways a group can be¬ 
have and still perform work well, and even more ways to be 
nonproductive. Systems theorists call this aspect of organized 
endeavor “equifinality” (Katz and Kahn, 1978, p. 30). Accord¬ 
ing to this principle, a group can reach the same outcome from 
various initial conditions and by a variety of means. Equifinality 
encourages us to view the leadership of work teams as centrally 
involving the creation of conditions that amply support effec¬ 
tive performance, but doing so in a way that leaves plenty of 
room for a group to develop and implement its own unique strat¬ 
egy for carrying out the task. There is no single strategy that will 
work equally well for different groups, even groups that have 
identical official tasks. 

Third, groups (like any social system) develop and enact 
their own versions of reality—and then act in accord with the 
environment they have helped create (see Chapter Five for more 
discussion of this phenomenon). A team’s redefinition of real¬ 
ity, which cannot be prevented, can either blunt or enhance the 
impact of specific actions taken by a researcher or manager to 
influence the group. 



Leading Groups in Organizations 


81 


Together, these difficulties suggest that traditional cause- 
effect thinking about group effectiveness may have to give way 
to an alternative kind of theorizing, one that is more congruent 
with the facts of life in social systems. We describe below one 
such approach, which involves examining the conditions that 
are present in the performance setting where the group works. 

Ingredients of Work Group Effectiveness 

In this section, we will identify and discuss three general 
ingredients of team effectiveness. Our research (and that of oth¬ 
ers) suggests that when all three ingredients are present, the like¬ 
lihood increases that a group will function in ways that promote 
effectiveness (as defined above); when one or more of them is 
absent, the likelihood of effectiveness diminishes. As will be 
seen, however, there are multiple ways each of the ingredients 
can be provided and a virtually unlimited number of ways 
groups can choose to behave when they are present. 

Clear , Engaging Direction . In laboratory research on 
group effectiveness, it is rare for performance to suffer because 
members do not know what they are supposed to accomplish. 
Expert experimenters know that they should be clear about 
such matters, and invariably instructions to experimental groups 
are accompanied by rhetoric intended to convince subjects that 
the work they will do is important, something worth trying to 
do well. 

In work organizations, on the other hand, questions of di¬ 
rection are considerably more problematic. Repeatedly we have 
observed a group formed and given a task to perform without 
any briefing about the purpose of the work or how it fits into 
overall organizational aspirations. Although ambiguity about di¬ 
rection is common in organizations, it is a mistake. We know of 
no group we would consider effective that did not have a clear 
sense of direction, and we have studied many groups that spent 
a great deal of their time wallowing around and being frustrated 
because they received confusing instructions about their pur¬ 
pose. 

It is, of course, possible to have direction that is both 
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crystal clear and alienating (rather than engaging). What will en¬ 
gage a given team depends in part on members’ personal inter¬ 
ests and aspirations, and on the degree of motivational align¬ 
ment between the team and the organization (see Chapter Five). 
Engagement also is enhanced when objectives have the follow¬ 
ing attributes: 

• While the overall direction for performance is clear, details 
are not completely specified, so there is room for the team 
to “tailor” the objectives to fit with members’ own inclina¬ 
tions. 

• The aspirations sought will have visible and substantial ef¬ 
fects on the psychological or physical well-being of other 
people. 

• Seeking the aspirations will stretch team members and pro¬ 
vide them with opportunities for personal learning and 
growth. 

• Success or failure in achieving the aspirations will be directly 
consequential for the team and its members. 

Sometimes it is argued that stating objectives clearly risks 
lowering the motivation of group members because they will re¬ 
act negatively to being told what to do. We have found the 
opposite: An engaging, authoritative statement of purpose ori¬ 
ents and empowers teams (Walton, 1985). Having a clear sense 
of what is expected, and why it is important, appears to be a 
prerequisite condition for team effectiveness. Direction is not, 
however, the whole story: How the group’s performance situa¬ 
tion is structured can either undermine good direction or ex¬ 
ploit its positive potential. 

An Enabling Performance Situation. Groups that know 
where they are supposed to be going have three hurdles to sur¬ 
mount in order to get there. They must (1) exert sufficient 
effort to get the task accomplished at acceptable levels of per¬ 
formance, (2) bring adequate levels of knowledge and skill to 
bear on their task work, and (3) employ task performance strat¬ 
egies that are appropriate to the work and to the setting in 
which it is being performed (Hackman, forthcoming). 

We refer to these hurdles as the process criteria of effec- 
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tiveness. They are not the ultimate test of how well a group has 
done (see above for our views about that), but they turn out to 
be of great use both in assessing how a group is doing as it pro¬ 
ceeds with its work and in diagnosing the nature of the problem 
if things are not going well. One can readily ask, for example, 
whether a group is having difficulties because of an effort prob¬ 
lem, a talent problem, or a strategy problem. And (as will be 
seen below) the answers that emerge can be useful in determin¬ 
ing what a leader might do to help a group improve its effective¬ 
ness. 

Although a high standing on the process criteria suggests 
that a group is performing well, it is not possible to achieve that 
by merely issuing an exhortation or ultimatum. Instead, we 
must probe a bit further and identify conditions that do in¬ 
crease the likelihood that a group’s work will be characterized 
by sufficient effort, ample task-relevant knowledge and skill, 
and task-appropriate performance strategies. As we do that, we 
will identify three additional points of leverage for promoting 
team effectiveness. 

1. A group structure that promotes competent work on 
the task. Some groups have difficulty getting anything done be¬ 
cause they were not set up right in the first place. Our research 
suggests that particularly important structural features include 
the following: 

• Task structure. The task should be clear, consistent with the 
direction of the group, and high on what Hackman and Old¬ 
ham (1980) call motivating potential—that is, the team task 
is a meaningful piece of work, for which members share re¬ 
sponsibility and accountability and which provides many op¬ 
portunities for the team to learn how well it is doing. 

• Group composition. There should be as few members as pos¬ 
sible given the work that needs to be done, they should have 
among them the talents required by the task, and they 
should be balanced on homogeneity/heterogeneity (that is, 
members should be neither functional replicas of one an¬ 
other nor so different that they cannot learn from one 
another). 

• Core norms that regulate member behavior. While it is per- 
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haps unusual to include group norms as an aspect of struc¬ 
ture, research shows that expectations about behavior get 
established and enforced very early in the life of a group 
(Gersick, 1983). Moreover, these norms tend to remain in 
place until and unless something fairly dramatic occurs to 
force a rethinking about what is and is not appropriate be¬ 
havior. To foster effective task performance, norms should, 
at minimum, provide for the efficient regulation of member 
behavior, thereby making coordinated action possible, and 
promote active scanning of the task and situation and pro¬ 
active planning of group performance strategies. 5 

2. An organizational context that supports and rein¬ 
forces excellence . While organizational supports may strike 
some as mundane, our research shows that their presence (or ab¬ 
sence) can dramatically foster (or limit) team effectiveness. Spe¬ 
cific features of the organizational context that are significant 
in creating conditions for team effectiveness include the follow¬ 
ing: 

• The reward system. It should provide recognition and other 
positive consequences for excellent team performance. Re¬ 
wards to individuals should never provide disincentives for 
task-oriented collaboration. 

• The educational system. It should provide the group with 
technical assistance regarding any aspect of the task work for 
which members do not presently have adequate knowledge, 
skill, or experience. 

• The information system. It should make available to group 
members the data and projections they need to invent or 

5. Norms regulate many aspects of group life, not just the manage¬ 
ment of performance strategies. We emphasize norms about strategy be¬ 
cause they are critical to the task-appropriateness of a team's way of pro¬ 
ceeding with the work. Norms about other matters (for example, how 
members relate to one another or how much effort they expend on the 
task) tend to develop as a function of other aspects of the performance 
situation (such as the design of the task or the composition of the group). 
For additional discussion of the role of norms in task-performing teams, 
see Hackman (forthcoming). 
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select a task- and situation-appropriate strategy for proceed¬ 
ing with the work. 

3. Available , expert coaching and process assistance. It is 
not always easy for a team to take advantage of positive perfor¬ 
mance conditions, particularly if members have relatively little 
(and relatively negative) experience working collaboratively. 
Too often a task is tossed to group members with the assump¬ 
tion that “they’ll work it out among themselves.” And, too 
often, members may not know how to do that. A leader or con¬ 
sultant can do much to promote team effectiveness by helping 
team members learn how to work interdependently—although 
this is probably a hopeless task if the group has an unsupportive 
organizational context or was poorly structured in the first place. 

The role of the help provider is not, of course, to dictate 
to group members the “one right way” to go about their collab¬ 
orative work. It is, instead, to help members learn how to mini¬ 
mize the “process losses” that invariably occur in groups (Stein¬ 
er, 1972) and how they might work together in ways that 
generate synergistic process gains. Specific kinds of help that 
might be provided can be divided into three areas and may in¬ 
clude the following: 

1. Regarding effort : Helping members minimize coordination 
and motivation decrements (process losses that can waste ef¬ 
fort) and helping members build commitment to the group 
and its task (a process gain that can build effort). 

2. Regarding knowledge and skill: Helping members avoid in¬ 
appropriate “weighting” of members’ ideas and contribu¬ 
tions (a process loss) and helping members share expertise 
and learn from one another (a process gain). 

3. Regarding performance strategies: Avoiding flawed imple¬ 
mentation of performance plans (a process loss) and devel¬ 
oping inventive, creative ways of proceeding with the work 
(a process gain). 

Table 3-1 summarizes our discussion of an enabling per¬ 
formance situation. It relates our initial list of three process cri- 
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Table 3-1. Points of Leverage for Creating Conditions 
that Enhance Group Task Performance. 


Points of Leverage 


Process 
Criteria of 
Effectiveness 

Group 

Structure 

Organizational 

Context 

Coaching 

and 

Consultation 

Ample effort 

Motivational 
structure of the 
group task 

Organizational 
reward system 

Remedying co¬ 
ordination prob¬ 
lems and build¬ 




ing group 
commitment 

Sufficient 
knowledge and 
skill 

Group compo¬ 
sition 

Organizational 
education sys¬ 
tem 

Remedying in¬ 
appropriate 
“weighting” of 
member inputs 
and fostering 
cross-training 

Task-appropriate 

performance 

strategies 

Group norms 
that regulate 
member behav¬ 
ior and foster 
scanning and 
planning 

Organizational 

information 

system 

Remedying im¬ 
plementation 
problems and 
fostering crea¬ 
tivity in strategy 
development 


teria of effectiveness—hurdles that must be surmounted if a 
group is to perform well—to the several points of leverage we 
identified for helping a group do well on the process criteria. 
For each of the process criteria, some aspect of the group struc¬ 
ture, some feature of the organizational context, and some type 
of process assistance is identified as of particular relevance. 

Thus, as shown in the table, for effort -related issues, one 
would consider the motivational structure of the group task, the 
reward system of the organization, and group dynamics having 
to do with coordination, motivation, and commitment. For 
talent -related issues, one would consider group composition, the 
educational system of the organization, and group dynamics 
having to do with how members weight each other’s contribu¬ 
tions and learn from one another. For strategy -related issues, 
one would consider group norms relevant to the management of 
performance processes, the information system of the organiza- 
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tion (that is, whether the group gets the data it needs to design 
and implement an appropriate strategy), and group dynamics 
having to do with the invention and implementation of new 
ways of proceeding with the work. 

Adequate Material Resources. The third generic condition 
required for effectiveness is having the wherewithal needed to 
do what needs to be done—such as money, space, staff time, 
tools, and so on. This condition is not terribly interesting con¬ 
ceptually, but it turns out to be a major roadblock to team ef¬ 
fectiveness in many organizations we have studied. Even groups 
that have a clear and engaging direction, and who are ready to 
sail over the process hurdles, eventually will fail if they do not 
have (and cannot get) the resources they need to do their work. 
Indeed, among the saddest kinds of failures are those experi¬ 
enced by well-designed and well-supported groups with a clear 
sense of direction but who cannot obtain the resources they 
need to fulfill their promise. 

Analyzing Group Effectiveness 

In the preceding section, we have explored three generic 
ingredients that support team effectiveness and have broken the 
second one down into three components. The result is a list of 
five conditions that we believe to be key to the effectiveness of 
task-performing teams in organizations: 

1. Clear, engaging direction 

2. An enabling performance situation 

• A group structure that fosters competent task work 

• An organizational context that supports and reinforces 
excellence 

• Available, expert coaching and process assistance 

3. Adequate material resources 

These conditions, and the way they shape group behavior 
and effectiveness, can be illustrated in the two task forces 
formed by President John F. Kennedy to assist him in the devel¬ 
opment of U.S. strategy for the Bay of Pigs invasion and the 
Cuban missile crisis. (These two teams were selected for use 
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here both because they are likely to be familiar to most readers 
and because they provide a relatively vivid illustration of favor¬ 
able as opposed to unfavorable performance conditions.) 

Briefly, in the Bay of Pigs a task force developed a plan 
for military action that, when executed, resulted in a military 
and foreign policy fiasco. The action was based on several dis¬ 
tinct assumptions that were invalid—and that could easily have 
been known to be invalid before the action was executed. In the 
missile crisis, a task force produced recommendations that not 
only achieved their objectives (a fact also influenced by good 
fortune and autonomous actions taken by representatives of 
other governments), but that also appear to have anticipated 
what turned out to be critical variables in the unfolding crisis. 

Table 3-2 provides an assessment of the performance con¬ 
ditions that were in place for the two task forces, based pri¬ 
marily on written accounts by Kennedy (1969) and Schlesinger 
(1965). The table shows that the Bay of Pigs task force oper¬ 
ated under numerous unfavorable performance conditions, 
while the Cuban missile crisis task force enjoyed relatively fa¬ 
vorable conditions. Some of these conditions were determined 
by the nature of the international situation in the two in¬ 
stances, but others were shaped by the president as he formed 
and managed the two task forces. Note, however, that there also 
are some conditions that did not differ substantially for the two 
teams (for example, highly significant objectives, available but 
unused educational support, and ample material resources), and 
that the conditions for both teams were mixed in significant 
ways (that is, not everything was favorable for the missile crisis 
task force, nor was everything unfavorable for the Bay of Pigs 
task force). The point, again, is that one cannot understand dif¬ 
ferences in effectiveness in terms of single variables; instead, 
multiple and often redundant conditions operate in concert to 
determine how well a team will be able to perform. 

Critical Leadership Functions 

How do we put a functional approach to leadership to¬ 
gether with the conditions for team effectiveness just discussed? 
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The answer, we hope, is obvious: The critical leadership func¬ 
tions for a task-performing team in an organization are those ac¬ 
tivities that contribute to the establishment and maintenance of 
favorable performance conditions. Following McGrath’s (1962) 
framework, this involves two types of behavior: monitoring— 
obtaining and interpreting data about performance conditions 
and events that might affect them—and taking action to create 
or maintain favorable performance conditions. 

Monitoring. The team effectiveness model prompts a 
number of diagnostic questions. Does the team have clear and 
engaging direction? Is the team well structured? Does it have a 
supportive organizational context? Are ample coaching and pro¬ 
cess assistance available to the team? Does it have adequate ma¬ 
terial resources? While these questions are posed here ip the 
present tense, the monitoring function includes not only assess¬ 
ments of the present state of affairs (diagnosis) but also projec¬ 
tions about how things are changing and what deleterious or 
fortunate events may be about to occur (forecasting). 

Taking Action. Based on assessments of the group and 
the situation, action can be taken to improve the present state 
of affairs, to exploit existing opportunities, or to head off im¬ 
pending problems. Again, the content of the actions will be to 
clarify direction, to strengthen the design of the group or its 
contextual supports, to provide coaching or process assistance 
to the group, or to ensure it has adequate material resources. 

Sometimes the focus of such actions will be within the 
group (as when the leader works with members to help them 
understand the significance of their task or learn better ways of 
coordinating their activities). Other times external action will be 
required (as when the leader negotiates a change in the organi¬ 
zation’s compensation system to provide rewards for excellent 
team performance, or when he or she helps establish a relation¬ 
ship between the group and a consultant or trainer from else¬ 
where in the organization). 

These critical leadership functions described can be ar¬ 
ranged in a matrix, as in Figure 3-1. There are two types of 
functions (monitoring and action taking) for each of the five 
conditions (direction, structure, context, coaching, and re- 
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Figure 3-1. Summary of Critical Leadership Functions. 

Function Type 


Conditions for 

Team Effectiveness Monitoring Taking Action 



sources). For monitoring functions, both diagnosis and forecast¬ 
ing are specified, and for action-taking functions, both internal 
and external targets are specified. 

So far we have defined what we mean by group effective¬ 
ness, identified the conditions we believe to be most potent in 
promoting it, and specified a set of critical leadership functions 
based on that material. Now, continuing to work backwards, we 
turn to the behavior of group leaders. What is it, we ask, that a 
leader actually does to help a group perform as effectively as 
possible? 
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Appropriate Leadership Behaviors 

To reiterate, our view is that the behavioral requirement 
for the leader is to ensure that critical functions are fulfilled. 
This does not mean that the leader must handle them person¬ 
ally. As a work team matures, group members often assume re¬ 
sponsibility for an increasing number of leadership functions— 
a constructive development, but one that also poses some prob¬ 
lems for the leader who finds that he or she is needed less and 
less (Walton and Schlesinger, 1979). What is important is that 
the critical leadership functions are fulfilled, not who fulfills 
them. 

President Kennedy's Task Forces . Recall the comparison 
we made earlier between the Bay of Pigs and the Cuban missile 
crisis task forces. The behavior of the president was clearly dif¬ 
ferent in the two instances. In the Bay of Pigs episode, Presi¬ 
dent Kennedy was still new in his job, and he was dealing with 
an awkward fact his administration had inherited from the pre¬ 
vious one—namely, the existence of a force of Cuban exiles who 
were being trained by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
and who had been assured that they would be supported by the 
United States in an invasion of Cuba. His first omission was in 
not providing direction for the advisory task group he formed; 
he never clarified whether the objectives were (1) to dispose of 
the political problem of the increasingly ready, impatient, and 
visible Cuban exile force or (2) to accomplish some foreign pol¬ 
icy objective in relation to Cuba. 

Table 3-2 summarizes a number of other deficiencies in 
the conditions under which this task force operated. From the 
perspective of effective leadership, the president: 

• Failed to communicate to the task force an expectation that 
members were collectively accountable for the team’s prod¬ 
uct 

• Failed to diagnose and remedy the consequences of the large 
size of the group and its changing composition from meeting 
to meeting 
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• Failed to diagnose and deal with problems caused by the het¬ 
erogeneity of the team, especially the fact that members rep¬ 
resenting one faction (the CIA and the military) were in pos¬ 
session of more information (and had a somewhat different 
foreign policy orientation) than other task force members 

• Failed to specify roles, promote norms, and set standards 
that would encourage members to candidly express their 
own views and challenge assumptions made by others 

• Failed to ensure that members of the task force other than 
himself took an overall national perspective (instead, each 
faction was allowed to advocate its own agenda throughout 
the life of the group) 

In the Bay of Pigs case, the group product ultimately was 
judged poor by both the president and historians; moreover, the 
immediate effect of the group experience and the outcome was 
divisive for the group and demoralizing for individuals. Fortu¬ 
nately, however, President Kennedy and key members of his ad¬ 
ministration learned from the experience. 

That learning paid off in the second (Cuban missile crisis) 
task force. In this case, the president took care to ensure that 
the purpose of the task force was clear and understood by all. 
In addition, he provided a structure for the team that was better 
—in the composition of the group, certainly, but perhaps most 
importantly in his communicated expectations about how the 
task force should operate, expectations that became translated 
into group norms that served the group well. The president also 
provided better organizational support for the team (specifically 
regarding the reward and information systems) but did little of 
which we are aware regarding the educational system or the pro¬ 
vision of material resources (perhaps because those supports 
were more than ample already). Finally, the president kept him¬ 
self out of the day-to-day deliberations of the task force, turn¬ 
ing to his brother to fulfill the ongoing coaching function- 
activities that he had learned (perhaps in part from the Bay of 
Pigs experience) are not well performed by a president of the 
United States. 

In sum, while the president ensured that the critical func- 
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tions were taken care of, he did not attempt to handle all of 
them personally (that would almost certainly have been coun¬ 
terproductive), he apparently gave relatively little attention to 
functions that were already in relatively good shape (that would 
have been a waste of energy), and he focused on the design of 
the group and its organizational context, refraining from per¬ 
sonal interventions into the group's internal processes. To the 
extent the reports available to us about President Kennedy’s 
leadership of the Cuban missile crisis are accurate, he deserved 
excellent marks as the external leader of this task force—certain¬ 
ly higher marks than he would have been given for his leader¬ 
ship of the Bay of Pigs task force. 

Leading a Group That Is Having Problems . Since few of 
us have the opportunity to help with crisis management teams 
in the White House, let us consider now a more typical leader¬ 
ship situation. A group is performing a piece of work in a busi¬ 
ness organization, its leader has some concern that all may not 
be well with the group and its performance, and he or she wants 
to figure out whether there is in fact a problem—and if so what 
might be done to remedy it. 

Our overall approach suggests that remedial action would 
be initiated by a leader when he or she observes that a team is 
falling short on one or more of the three criteria of team ef¬ 
fectiveness. It might be that the clients of the team’s work are 
becoming increasingly less satisfied with its products. Or that 
the capability of team members to work interdependently is 
slipping. Or that individual members are finding their experi¬ 
ences in the team frustrating or alienating. 

In such circumstances, the leader would begin by collect¬ 
ing diagnostic data and then take action to remedy problems re¬ 
vealed in the diagnosis. For clarity of presentation, we will dis¬ 
cuss the leader’s behavior in terms of an ordered set of questions, 
recognizing that in practice they may not be dealt with in this 
order. Indeed, some of them will be quickly dismissed as of 
little consequence for a given group, and attention will turn im¬ 
mediately to other issues that have greater significance for that 
team’s effectiveness. 

1. Does the group have clear direction? Are there signs 
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that members have oriented their work activities toward inap¬ 
propriate ends, that there is disagreement among them about 
what they are actually supposed to be doing and why, or that 
members do not understand the significance of their work? 

If direction is a problem, then the leader must do further 
diagnostic work to determine why it is a problem. It may be 
that direction has always been unclear, that the people who cre¬ 
ated the group were unsure just what it actually was supposed 
to accomplish. Or it may be that organizational representatives 
were clear about the direction of the group, but the word never 
got to the group (or was never understood by them). Or it may 
be that direction was communicated but not accepted by group 
members—that is, they redefined the task to fit better with their 
own interests and aspirations without much concern for organi¬ 
zational needs. 

Obviously, the behaviors of a leader to solve a “direction 
problem” would depend significantly upon the answers to these 
diagnostic questions. In one case, the appropriate behavior 
might be to exercise influence outward or upward to get 
senior managers to be clearer about what they seek from the 
group. In another, it might be to spend time with group mem¬ 
bers, communicating and teaching the direction and its implica¬ 
tions. In yet another, it might require the leader to exercise his 
or her own authority to insistently articulate organizational ex¬ 
pectations of the group. 

2. Are performance conditions satisfactory ? To deal with 
this question, the leader would first examine how the group is 
doing on the three process criteria of effectiveness. 

First, effort. Is sufficient effort being applied to the 
task? If this is a problem, then diagnostic questions continue. Is 
the group task unmotivating? Does the organization fail to pro¬ 
vide positive consequences for team excellence (or, worse, are 
members competing for scarce rewards given out for individual 
performance)? Are members interacting in ways that result in 
coordination or motivation decrements, or in the alienation and 
withdrawal of individuals? 

Second, knowledge and skill. Is sufficient talent being 
brought to bear on the work? If not, is the main difficulty with 


97 


Leading Groups in Organizations 

members’ knowledge (that is, they do not know what they need 
to know to do the task) or with their skills (that is, they know 
what needs to be done, but they are not able to pull it off)? If 
there is a problem with knowledge or skill, what are its roots? Is 
it a composition issue (too many people, the wrong people, or 
the wrong mix of people)? Is it an organizational support prob¬ 
lem (for example, the unavailability of task-related training or 
consultation needed by the group)? Is it a group dynamics prob¬ 
lem (members weighting each others’ contributions in accord 
with some task-irrelevant criterion, such as demographic attri¬ 
butes rather than task expertise, or failing to recognize and use 
nonobvious talents of individual members)? 

And finally, performance strategies. Are the performance 
strategies being used by the group appropriate to the task and 
the situation? Or are members going about the work in a way 
that does not quite fit with what is required for effectiveness 
(for example, attempting to write a committee report by sitting 
around a table writing sentence after sentence by consensus)? 
Again, if this is a problem, the questions continue. Do norms 
discourage rather than encourage active scanning of the perfor¬ 
mance situation and planning of alternative ways for proceeding 
with the work? Does the group not have access to information 
that members need to develop performance strategies that fit 
with the realities of the task and situation? Are members inter¬ 
acting in ways that introduce “slippage” in the implementation 
of their performance strategies? 

Obviously, the actions of a leader should depend on the 
answers to these diagnostic questions. Although one cannot 
state ahead of time what specific behaviors will be particularly 
useful in aiding team effectiveness, there is a preferred order to 
actions that might be taken. It is highly doubtful, for example, 
that attempts to work on group dynamics problems will be suc¬ 
cessful if the structure of the group, or its relation with the or¬ 
ganizational context, are fundamentally flawed. And it is doubt¬ 
ful that an improvement in context supports will be of much 
help if the structure of the group itself is disabling. So, in gen¬ 
eral, one would attempt first to get the structure of the group in 
shape; that would be followed by attention to organizational 
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supports, and attention to group dynamics issues would come 
last. 

3. Does the group have adequate resources? As noted 
earlier, even a well-designed and well-supported group in which 
members are interacting competently will fail if the resources 
needed to accomplish the work are unavailable. Generally, in¬ 
adequate resources are easy to discern and difficult to remedy: 
A search committee that discovers late in the game that it has 
no candidates to consider, for example, may be genuinely stuck. 
The same is true for a production team that cannot get the raw 
materials it needs because there is a worldwide scarcity of those 
materials. So the forecasting part of the diagnostic work is of 
special importance here-so that action can be taken before a 
resource crisis occurs to head it off or to redirect the work of 
the group when it hits. And, once again, the actions taken by a 
leader to remedy the problem may focus much more on exer¬ 
cising influence external to the group than on attempts to di¬ 
rectly alter members’ behaviors in relation to one another. 

Leader Behaviors at Special Times. Certain leadership 
functions may be more appropriately fulfilled at certain times 
in a group’s life and, indeed, may be impossible to fulfill at 
other times. Consider, for example, the period before a group is 
initially formed or convened. At this time, the leader has a 
unique opportunity to review in his or her own mind the direc¬ 
tion for the team’s work (and to clarify that direction with 
senior managers if need be) and to make sure that a team is an 
appropriate device for accomplishing that work. If this review 
affirms the choice of a team as the performing unit, then the 
leader would proceed to determine how much self-managing au¬ 
thority the team will have, to design the team task and deter¬ 
mine the composition of the group, to arrange for needed 
organizational supports and resources, and to plan the first 
group meeting. These are key leadership functions, and they 
often can be accomplished more thoughtfully and efficiently 
before the group is convened than would be possible later, after 
the group has formed and is under way. 

Timing also conditions the kinds of leader behaviors that 
are likely to “take” at various points in the life of a group. This 
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is illustrated below for two very different types of groups: tem¬ 
porary task forces and permanent production teams. 

Task Forces. In a study of the life cycles of temporary 
task forces in organizations, Gersick (1983, 1984) found that 
such groups do not proceed, serially and inexorably, from devel¬ 
opmental stage to developmental stage as some textbook ac¬ 
counts would have us believe. Instead, each group studied (all 
of which had to prepare a product by some deadline) spent the 
first half of its life on whatever track was established in the first 
meeting of the team. That track was different for different 
groups, depending on the conditions in place when members 
first gathered; but in each case, what got established initially 
guided group behavior until almost exactly halfway through the 
time the team had to complete its work (in some cases that was 
a few days, in others over two months). At the midpoint, each 
group reengaged with the person in authority who had assigned 
the task and experienced a major transition in how members 
construed the work and went about performing it. In effect, 
each team redesigned itself at the midpoint. Then followed a 
period of relatively intense production work, culminating in a 
flurry of wrap-up activities just before the deadline for complet¬ 
ing the group product. 

In summarizing her findings, Gersick identifies five phases 
in the life of a group: (1) the first meeting, (2) Phase I, when 
the group is learning and exploring but may appear to be pro¬ 
ducing relatively little, (3) the midpoint transition, when the 
group has a major upheaval and redesigns itself, (4) Phase II, the 
major production period, and (5) completion. 

1. First meeting. This meeting, when the theoretical de¬ 
sign for the group becomes real, is an occasion when a knowl¬ 
edgeable leader can help fulfill a number of critical functions 
and lay the groundwork for fulfilling others. He or she can, for 
example, help the team with at least three start-up challenges 
members face: starting to come to terms with the task the team 
will perform, developing an appropriate boundary for the 
group, and beginning to develop the norms that will guide be¬ 
havior in the group during the first part of its life (Hackman, 
forthcoming). In addition, the leader can educate team mem- 
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bers about the organizational supports that will be available to 
help them in their collective work and in the process can begin 
to collect diagnostic data about the kinds of problems and op¬ 
portunities the group is likely to encounter as it gets under way. 

2. Phase I. The time from the first meeting to the mid¬ 
point of a group’s life cycle is relatively barren of opportunities 
for constructive intervention by external leaders. The group, in 
effect, has its head down and is doing the kind of internal ex¬ 
ploring and trial-and-error learning that is most appropriately 
done on its own. It is not very receptive to interventions by out¬ 
siders during this period. 

3. Midpoint transition. Because the group’s readiness for 
assistance is particularly high during the transition, this period 
provides a unique leadership opportunity. It is, for example, a 
good time for diagnostic and forecasting work, to assess with 
the group what has happened thus far, where the group stands 
at the moment, and what problems or opportunities are likely 
to appear in the second half of the life cycle. These data may 
prompt a number of actions by the leader—such as helping the 
group reflect on (and consider doing something about) the pro¬ 
cess difficulties (and unexploited opportunities for synergy) it 
has encountered. In addition, the transition provides an opportu¬ 
nity to reaffirm (and potentially to renegotiate) the group’s di¬ 
rection,. to fine-tune the group’s task (and perhaps even the 
composition of the group), to assess the appropriateness of the 
group norms that have guided behavior thus far, and to consider 
what organizational supports and resources may be needed for 
the next phase of the group’s work. 

4. Phase II. While the group is heavily involved in pro¬ 
duction work, the leader might appropriately focus his or her 
attention on two activities: first, monitoring the processes and 
progress of the group and providing coaching and process 
assistance as required, and second, running interference on be¬ 
half of the group with the larger organization, making sure that 
members have the supports and resources they need for smooth, 
competent task execution. The leader, in this phase, is much 
more a helper than a provider of direction or instruction. 

5. Completion. Although group members may be tired 
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and have limited receptivity to reflection during the team’s pre- 
deadline spurt of activity, the time immediately thereafter pro¬ 
vides a good opportunity for a leader to encourage members to 
review the life and work of the group and to learn from those 
reflections. Recall that our definition of team effectiveness in¬ 
cluded not only acceptable group output but also gains in the 
competence of the team as a performing unit and the personal 
growth of individual members. The completion phase is a good 
time to consider how these personal and collective lessons can 
be consolidated and extended. 

For clarity, the above account has been written as if the 
group were a temporary, time-bounded team performing a sin¬ 
gle task. Many work teams in organizations are ongoing entities, 
whose first meeting may have happened many months (or 
years) ago, whose composition has gradually changed over the 
team’s life, and whose work is continuous rather than one-shot. 
How do timing questions apply to ongoing groups? 

Permanent Task Teams. Walton’s studies of ongoing pro¬ 
duction teams (Walton, 1980; Walton and Schlesinger, 1979) 
show that the timing of leader interventions also is critical for 
these groups. But because the life cycle of permanent teams dif¬ 
fers substantially from that of temporary task forces, the re¬ 
quirements for leader behavior also differ. 

The teams studied by Walton were production groups in 
new plants, where they constituted the fundamental building 
blocks of the plant task organization. They were, in addition, 
intended to serve as a major vehicle for transmitting organiza¬ 
tional values (such as high standards of excellence, integration 
of business requirements and human needs, autonomy, partici¬ 
pation, and egalitarianism). The organizational plan was for 
these groups to become as self-managing as possible. 

At the time the groups were formed, members were new 
employees, only superficially acquainted with one another, with 
relatively little technical expertise. They had little or no prior 
experience working in self-managing teams and had only vague 
ideas about what the stated values of the organization might im¬ 
ply for their daily work activities. 

The most effective leaders in this setting initially posi- 
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tioned themselves half in and half out of their groups. They 
were sufficiently involved that they could readily provide tech¬ 
nical education on a daily basis; they were present to articulate 
organizational values at propitious times; and they could help 
members derive the implications of those values for group 
norms and performance strategies. But because the leaders also 
were partially outside the group, members could not count on 
their continuing guidance-and therefore they had to develop 
norms and processes for group sc//-management. 

Over the first eighteen months, the effective leaders be¬ 
came increasingly removed from the daily activities of their 
groups. Many of the functions they had attended to earlier were 
either not required or were being supplied by one or more mem¬ 
bers (that is, emergent leaders) within the teams. The supervi¬ 
sors remained organizationally responsible for the productivity 
of the groups, their development, and the well-being of mem¬ 
bers; however, an increasing number of the ingredients for 
group effectiveness were monitored and adjusted by regular 
team members. 

In this particular genre of teams, certain other leadership 
requirements tended to emerge and become acute at predictable 
times in the group life cycle. For example, after several months 
of intensive learning by individuals (and a growing sense of 
potency on the part of the teams), many groups developed ex¬ 
pectations for increased compensation beyond that contem¬ 
plated in the formal reward system created when the plant was 
begun. Supervisors who were effective leaders became actively 
involved with both the teams and organizational managers in 
dealing with this issue understanding both perspectives and 
helping negotiate modifications of the reward system as appro¬ 
priate. 

In sum, both the roles of the leaders and the issues that 
required their attention changed over time in these production 
teams, in predictable ways, but quite different from what de¬ 
veloped in the temporary task forces. In both cases, however, 
appropriate leader behavior depended on the waxing and wan¬ 
ing of functions that needed to be fulfilled. The different im¬ 
peratives for leaders arose because different kinds of teams re- 
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quire different supports at different times. These findings sug¬ 
gest that our understanding of team leadership could be fur¬ 
thered by research on what might at first seem to be a quite 
different topic-namely, mapping regularities in the life cycles 
of various types of task-performing teams and identifying the 
generic problems that appear at predictable times in teams’ 
lives. 


Summary 

Clearly, there is no single set of leader behaviors that are 
always desirable and appropriate, nor will any single “style” of 
leadership be generally effective. Sometimes, for example, in¬ 
tense, involved coaching will be appropriate and helpful (as with 
Walton’s production teams early in their lives); other times, ex¬ 
ternal leaders should remain mostly in the background, leaving 
group members themselves to wrestle with the issues they face 
(as with Gersick’s task forces in the period following the first 
meeting). 

So what do we have here? Have we just sketched the be¬ 
ginnings of one of the most complex contingency tables ever 
constructed in behavioral science? We think not. Although the 
specific leader behaviors that are needed do indeed vary as a 
function of circumstances, what we have tried to do here is pro¬ 
vide a relatively straightforward and theory-driven set of tests 
that a leader can use to guide his or her own behavior and to 
assess the likely impact of that behavior. 

A summary of our approach, from the perspective of the 
leader, is provided in Figure 3-2. The figure reviews the perfor¬ 
mance-enhancing conditions we have been discussing; its main 
purpose, however, is to highlight the monitoring function of 
team leaders. It shows that a leader’s first priority is to keep 
track of changes in a team’s standing on the effectiveness di¬ 
mensions. “How is the group doing?” the effective leader asks. 
“Are there signs of problems in the task work, in members abil¬ 
ity to work together interdependently, or in the quality of indi¬ 
viduals’ group experiences?” When problems, unexploited oppor¬ 
tunities, or negative trends are noted, he or she would examine 
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the process indicators in the center of the figure to learn more 
about what may be going on. 

Then, guided by the answers to the diagnostic questions, 
a leader’s attention would turn to the group and organizational 
conditions at the left of the figure. “Which performance condi¬ 
tions most need strengthening?” the leader continues. “How are 
we doing in direction, in structure, in context supports, in 
hands-on help, in resources?” If it turns out that things are not 
as great as they could be, the question then becomes one of in¬ 
venting (the word is chosen deliberately) ways of behaving that 
may remedy a deficiency or exploit an unrealized opportunity. 
The five critical conditions we have identified and discussed, 
then, serve as criteria for evaluating alternative behaviors the 
leader has invented and is considering. That is a far more feasi¬ 
ble activity than attempting to regulate one’s behavior in accord 
with some contingency model that specifies exactly which be¬ 
haviors should be exhibited in which particular circumstances. 

Leaders always behave in accord with some model (even 
if implicit) that specifies what kinds of actions will yield what 
kinds of results. We have attempted to provide here a theory- 
based model that can be learned by a leader and used in his or 
her day-to-day work—a supplement to, or possibly a replace¬ 
ment for, whatever personal model a leader happens to have 
developed over time based on his or her own experience. Our 
hypothesis (and it is open to empirical test) is that leaders who 
are successful in helping task-performing groups become effec¬ 
tive already have in their minds, and use in their work, models 
of action that emphasize monitoring and action-taking in rela¬ 
tion to roughly the same five conditions (that is, direction, 
group structure, organizational context, hands-on coaching, 
and material resources) that we are discussing in this chapter. 

Applications and Implications 

In applying the functional approach to decisions about 
selecting leaders, training them, and designing their roles, we 
follow the same logic that we have used thus far: first identify¬ 
ing what is required for effectiveness, and then testing those in- 
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ventions against the requirements of the situation. The only real 
difference is that this time the focus is on the person and role 
of the leader, not the group itself; the logic remains the same. 

Training Team Leaders. Clearly, our approach to group 
leadership will not be comfortable to those who have a highly 
rationalistic view of leadership, to those who see leadership ex¬ 
clusively as an intuitive artistic activity, or to those who think 
that effective leadership has mainly to do with the style one 
uses m dealing with subordinates. We believe that leaders have 
to both know some things and know how to do some things. 
How, then, should one think about helping leaders obtain the 
knowledge and the skill they need to perform effectively? 

Once again, we find McGrath’s (1962) paper on critical 
leadership functions helpful. He suggests that one can develop 
a matrix, with the critical functions as rows and the knowledge 
and skills required to fulfill those functions as columns. Such a 
matrix for our leadership functions is shown in Exhibit 3-1. 

Exhibit 3-1. Knowledge and Skills Required for Group Leadership. 

Critical Leadership Functions Required Required 

Knowledge Skills 

Monitoring and Taking 

Action Regarding: 

1. Setting Directions I 

2. Designing the Group . 

3. Tuning the Context . . 

4. Coaching and Assisting 

5. Providing Resources 


In designing a leadership training program, one would de¬ 
termine which among the functions are critical for the work to 
be done and proceed to fill in the cells with the actual knowl¬ 
edge and skills that would be required of the leader. To a con¬ 
siderable extent, that activity must be idiosyncratic to the or- 
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ganization in which the leaders will function, because the 
knowledge and skills that are critical will vary from setting to 
setting. In some organizations, for example, political skills wilj 
be needed to obtain organizational supports and resources; in 
others, those supports may be abundantly available or obtain¬ 
able simply by asking—in which case political skills would bfe 
irrelevant to their acquisition. As another example, consider thp 
help provided to a group through on-line coaching and procesp 
assistance. In some organizations, there will be great need for 
such help and no one available to provide it but the leader; in 
others, members may be experienced and expert in teamworji 
(and therefore less in need of such help) and, moreover, there 
may be a staff of organization development professionals on cajl 
to help out if asked. Obviously, the need for leader training in 
process skills will vary as a function of those circumstances. , 

There are, nonetheless, some generic knowledge and skills 
that we believe to be generally valuable in the leadership of 
teams, capabilities that almost any leader of a work team should 
have. We identify these below, separately for the two critical 
leadership functions, monitoring and action taking. 

Monitoring. To effectively diagnose the state of a group 
and forecast future problems and opportunities that may arise, 
a leader most of all needs knowledge about what the key con¬ 
ditions for team effectiveness are. In addition, he or she nee<;ls 
knowledge of the relationships that link those conditions to the 
process criteria and to ultimate team effectiveness. We have at¬ 
tempted to provide some guidance about such matters in this 
chapter and suspect that it would be reasonably straightfor¬ 
ward to develop a training course for team leaders based on this 
material. 

In addition to general knowledge about the conditions 
for effectiveness, team leaders need some specific skills if thfcy 
are to generate valid and reasonably complete diagnoses (or 
forecasts) about the state of a group and its performance situa¬ 
tion. These include the following: 

• Data-gathering skill. The ability to collect data about social 
systems that are reliable (trustworthy) and valid (the data 
mean what they appear to mean). 
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• Diagnostic and forecasting skill. The ability to apprehend 
complexity and make sense of it, drawing on both data and 
existing knowledge in shaping one’s conclusions. 

• Hypothesis-testing skill. The ability to use data to conduct 
assessments of the relative validity of alternative hypotheses 
about the state of a social system (or, for forecasting, about 
its likely future state). 

• Learning skill. The ability to learn about leadership and man¬ 
agement and to apply what is learned in understanding so¬ 
cial systems and planning actions to change them. 

Taking Action. In taking action to help a team perform 
well, a leader needs knowledge about both the key levers that 
are available (or can be made so) to improve the performance 
system and timing considerations that condition when various 
interventions are likely to “take” (as opposed to when they may 
fall on barren ground and have little effect). Again, we have tried 
in this chapter to provide some guidance about these matters. 

Among the skills required for competent action taking 
may be the following: 

• Envisioning skill. The ability to envision desired end states 
and to articulate and communicate them to others. 

• Inventive skill. The ability to think of numerous nonobvious 
ways of getting something done. 

• Negotiation skill. The ability to work persistently and con¬ 
structively with peers and superiors to secure resources or 
assistance that are needed to support one’s subordinates. 

• Decision-making skill. The ability to choose among various 
courses of action under uncertainty, using all perspectives 
and data that can be efficiently obtained to inform the deci¬ 
sion. 

• Teaching skill. The ability to help others learn both experi- 
entially and didactically. 

• Interpersonal skill. The ability to communicate, listen, con¬ 
front, persuade, and generally to work constructively with 
other people, particularly in situations where people’s anxi¬ 
eties may be high. 

• Implementation skill. The ability to get things done. At its 
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simplest level, knowing how to make lists, attend to mun¬ 
dane details, check and recheck for omitted items or people, 
and follow plans through to completion. At a more sophisti¬ 
cated level, the ability to constructively and assertively man¬ 
age power, political relationships, and symbols to get things 
accomplished in social systems. 

We believe it is feasible to design and conduct training 
that will help team leaders develop the knowledge and skill they 
need to fulfill the critical leadership functions. Yet there arp 
some individuals for whom such training would be a waste of 
time—individuals who, perhaps, should not be invited to serve qs 
team leaders. With that possibility in mind, we turn now to the 
selection of people for team leadership roles. 

Selecting Team Leaders. Are there general qualities (or 
“traits”) that can be used to differentiate between people who 
are likely to develop into first-rate team leaders and those who 
will never be effective in such a role? Although we are mindful 
of the pessimistic conclusions that have emerged from decades 
of research on leadership effectiveness traits, we believe th(it 
relatively stable individual differences in leadership potential do 
exist and that these differences can be assessed. . 

Specific qualities needed for leading particular teams will, 
of course, vary from circumstance to circumstance—such as the 
need for certain technical skills to effectively lead a scientific 
team. We will pass over idiosyncracies such as these, pausing 
only to suggest that in many cases managers may weight techni¬ 
cal or “subject matter” knowledge too heavily in selecting teapa 
leaders, that group-oriented monitoring and action-taking skills 
(such as those we listed in the previous section) may prove to be 
more critical to a leader’s effectiveness, even for groups doing 
technical work. 

We list below three qualities that might be assessed wh?n 
people are being considered for team leader roles, qualities that 
are probably not trainable in the short term. People who haVe 
these qualities, we suspect, will be both better able to obtain 
the knowledge and skill they will need as team leaders and bet¬ 
ter able to use what they know in working with teams. Thqse 
three qualities have little in common with those that have bepn 
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studied in trait-oriented leadership research, and we offer them 
here in a speculative spirit: 

• Courage. A willingness to buck the tide (and social norms) 
when necessary to create conditions required for effective¬ 
ness. To help a team address and modify dysfunctional group 
dynamics, a leader may need to challenge group norms and 
disrupt established routines—and may risk incurring the an¬ 
ger of group members in so doing. To improve a team’s con¬ 
textual supports or to increase the resources available to it, 
a leader may need to rock the organizational boat-and may 
risk a loss of esteem with his or her peers and superiors in so 
doing. Moreover, the leader may need to do both at the same 
time, running the risk of incurring nearly everyone’s displea¬ 
sure. Such behaviors require courage. 

• Emotional maturity. The ability to move toward anxiety- 
arousing states of affairs in the interest of learning about 
them and doing something about them (rather than moving 
away to get the anxiety reduced as quickly as possible). 

• Personal values. An internalized commitment to both eco¬ 
nomic effectiveness (or, for public sector and nonprofit enti¬ 
ties, efficient and responsive service) and individual well-being 
(especially individuals’ personal development). Without some 
well-understood sense of what is valued, leaders will find it 
difficult to choose among competing options for action. 
Values are, in this sense, the criterion used to assess the rela¬ 
tive merit of alternative behaviors. While almost any clear 
value can serve this function, we believe that the specific 
values identified above are required for the effective leader¬ 
ship of teams. According to the theory set forth in this chap¬ 
ter, groups are judged effective based on both their task per¬ 
formance and their impact on individual well-being. Leaders 
who genuinely value both of these outcomes should be bet¬ 
ter able to detect and anticipate shortcomings on either di¬ 
mension and be more likely to invent actions that promote 
the two values simultaneously. 6 

6. Groups also are judged on a third dimension (that is, how well 
they develop their capabilities as performing units), but this dimension 
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The above list may seem a bit strange to organizational 
scientists who typically do not deal with things such as courage, 
emotions, and values. But stranger still, perhaps, is the fact that 
excellent leaders we have studied in organizations tend to have 
many, if not all, of exactly these qualities. Can we devise a 
paper-and-pencil test to determine who has them? Probably not. 
Can we turn to past behavior to see if the qualities are present 
in a leader candidate? Sometimes, but not if the person has 
been in a work situation that has provided few opportunities to 
exhibit these qualities. Do we need to continue to think, as cre¬ 
atively as we can, about new ways to assess candidates for lead¬ 
ership positions on difficult-to-measure but potentially signifi¬ 
cant attributes such as those listed above? Certainly. 

Designing the Leader Role. Should each task-performing 
team in an organization have a clearly identified internal leadci? 
Or should internal leadership be informal, a matter to be 
worked out at the group’s discretion, with an external leader 
available to assist the group? Or should there be both a desig¬ 
nated internal leader (whether appointed or elected by group 
members) and an external leader (perhaps a manager with rfe- 
sponsibility for several teams) who work together to guide and 
support the team? How much official power should people who 
hold such roles be given? Should they have full authority to 
deal with virtually anything that comes up in the team, Or 
should their authority be limited so they have an incentive to 
work interdependently with others in the organization in pro¬ 
viding direction and support to work teams? 

We hope it is clear by now that in a functional approach 
to leadership such questions are derivative. There are no gener¬ 
ally right or wrong answers to them, nor is there any contin¬ 
gency table that can specify which option to select in what cir¬ 
cumstances. The real questions, following the line of thinking 
we have been developing here, are these: What are the resources 


often is primarily instrumental and only weakly linked to fundamental 
values. We recognize, nonetheless, that for some individuals and organiza¬ 
tions (for example, worker cooperatives) competent interdependent work 
is also an end-state value, something worth pursuing for its own sake. In 
such organizations, leaders who endorse that value should perform more 
effectively than those who do not, for the same reasons as outlined above. 
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the leader needs to fulfill the critical functions well? How 
should the leader role be designed to provide its occupant with 
access to those resources, thereby increasing the chances that he 
or she will be able to perform effectively? 

The design strategy that derives from a functional ap¬ 
proach is, once again, an “invent and test” methodology. That 
is, those responsible for leader role design in a given circum¬ 
stance would first generate a number of alternative ways to 
structure leader roles for the group being considered. Then, 
with several alternatives on the table, each possibility would be 
assessed to determine which one shows the greatest promise for 
getting the critical leadership functions fulfilled for that partic¬ 
ular group. 

Considerations in making this judgment might include the 
following: 

• From what perch would a leader be best able to provide di¬ 
rection to the group? Will he or she be setting direction or 
merely translating and communicating it? How much author¬ 
ity needs to be built into the role to legitimize and support 
the direction-setting function? 

• How can the group be provided with the maximum amount 
of autonomy to manage its own affairs, given organization- 
specified directions and constraints? Would having a strong 
leader within the group assist in maintaining an appropriate 
balance between collective direction and team autonomy? 

• How much external influence will the leader require? How 
can his or her role be designed to make it relatively easy to 
exercise that influence? 

• To what extent will the leader need to coordinate his or her 
behavior and decisions with other leaders who have responsi¬ 
bility for other groups? How can the role be designed to fos¬ 
ter such coordination? 

• What are the key data and resources the leader will need to 
perform well? How can the role be designed to make it easy 
for the leader to obtain them? 

Once questions such as these are reviewed, it is likely that 
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one or another of the alternative designs under consideration 
will emerge as dominant (or, perhaps, a new and better alterna¬ 
tive will come up in the testing process). The remaining desigh 
issue (which, in our view, should be addressed last) is the feasi¬ 
bility question—determining if the design of choice is actually 
possible, given organizational circumstances such as individuals’ 
work loads, organizational politics, and the like. We have found 
that a good way to address the feasibility question is to ask 
“How can this design be implemented?” (rather than “Can th)s 
design be implemented?”). The former question invites a cre¬ 
ative, problem-solving stance toward achieving what people haye 
agreed is the preferred design alternative; the latter question in¬ 
vites objections and skepticism. 

So, is there a generally correct design for team leader 
roles? The functional approach to leadership suggests not. In¬ 
stead, as with the other aspects of leadership we have discussed 
in this chapter, the “right answer” is to have a device that wjll 
help generate an answer that is right for particular organiza¬ 
tional circumstances. 

Conclusion 

The major proposition in the model of leadership we have 
developed in this chapter is this: Effective leadership is that 
which contributes to the provision of engaging direction, an en¬ 
abling structure, a supportive context, coaching as needed, and 
adequate material resources. We suggest three elaborations pf 
this general proposition: 

• The conditions created should be robust enough that thpy 
can survive normal organizational turbulence and remain m 
place for a reasonable period of time (they should not, for 
example, be easily reversible as soon as the leader has put 
them in place). 

• Redundant conditions are to be sought rather than avoided 
(as, for example, when the direction communicated to a 
team, the design of its task, the reward system of the organi¬ 
zation, and the coaching provided by a leader all contribute 
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positively to high, task-focused effort). Redundancy lessens 
the vulnerability of the performance system to unexpected 
and unfortunate changes in any one condition (for example, 
senior managers unilaterally altering the reward system, or a 
new technology having unanticipated negative effects on 
team task design). 

• The process by which the conditions are established should 
not undermine either the capability of team members to work 
together or the personal well-being of individual members. 

A subordinate proposition is that behaviors intended to 
strengthen each of the conditions will be helpful only if (1) the 
condition is not already at a satisfactory level, (2) the present 
level of the condition, even if satisfactory, is below its poten¬ 
tial, or (3) there is risk that the state will soon fall from its 
present satisfactory level because of impending changes in the 
organization or the environment. To use a mechanical meta¬ 
phor, our model of leadership suggests that continuous monitor¬ 
ing of the state of the system and regular preventative mainte¬ 
nance often can preclude the need for expensive and difficult 
repair work later. 

Finally, a number of derivative propositions also can be 
developed from the general model-for example, regarding what 
will be needed (and therefore the kinds of functions that should 
occupy a leader’s attention) under specifiably different group 
and organizational circumstances, and the attributes of leaders 
who are likely to be relatively more and less effective in various 
kinds of settings. 

We could close the chapter by formalizing these proposi¬ 
tions and derivations and generating specific researchable hy¬ 
potheses based on them. On reflection, it seems premature to 
do that. This chapter has been an explicitly exploratory ven¬ 
ture by two scholars who heretofore have been farming adjacent 
fields, growing similar crops but cultivating them differently. 
We prefer to keep learning from one another for a while, and we 
hope to learn from readers of this chapter as well, before at¬ 
tempting to develop a more formal statement of our ideas. 

Let us end the chapter, then, by attempting to summarize 
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our thoughts from a slightly different perspective than we have 
used throughout the chapter, in hopes that this alternative 
frame may provide readers with an additional perspective oh 
our ideas or some new notions of their own. Specifically, we 
will state, as succinctly as we can, how our model looks wheh 
examined from the perspective of individuals who occupy posi¬ 
tions of team leadership. 

Individuals who provide leadership to task-performing 
teams in organizations behave in accord with some cognitive 
model that specifies what kinds of actions are likely to yield 
what kinds of results. Their assumptions about the links be¬ 
tween actions and results have developed from their past experi¬ 
ence and their formal training. These personal models often afe 
implicit, they often are wrong, and they typically focus selec¬ 
tively on a limited set of variables. For example, one leader may 
be preoccupied with manipulating formal rewards, another with 
personally facilitating constructive group dynamics, and still an¬ 
other with obtaining material resources. Often a leader’s selec¬ 
tive attention to one or a few ingredients relates to his or h^r 
particular areas of personal competence and experience—and 
therefore helps the leader keep his or her performance anxieties 
under control. 

Our approach posits that effective leaders are those who, 
first of all, have valid personal models of team effectiveness- 
models that specify desired outcome states, identify conditions 
that foster their attainment, and specify useful points of lever¬ 
age for altering those conditions. The ability to work backward 
from outcomes (or anticipated outcomes) to implicate precur¬ 
sor conditions (such as a poorly designed task or a flawed re¬ 
ward system) requires both that leaders have trustworthy data 
about outcomes, processes, and conditions and that they have 
the analytic ability to draw inferences and test hypotheses 
about relationships among the various factors in their models. , 

Assuming that a leader does have a reasonably valid gen¬ 
eral model of team effectiveness and that he or she has trust¬ 
worthy diagnostic insights into the conditions that are currently 
impeding team effectiveness, then the leader’s effectiveness de¬ 
pends on whether he or she can competently generate and select 
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among actions intended to deal with conditions that are serving 
as performance bottlenecks. 7 Ideally, the action actually se¬ 
lected would be influenced by two considerations: how potent 
it is—that is, how much leverage would likely be gained by alter- 
ing a given condition—and how feasible it is to change the con¬ 
dition, taking account of the leader’s own power and skill as 
one relevant factor. The more imaginative the leader is and the 
more options he or she considers, the greater the likelihood that 
inventive options can be developed that will have high potency, 
high feasibility, and, ultimately, constructive consequences for 
the work of the team, its capabilities as a performing unit, and 
the well-being of individual team members. 
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Impact of Task 
and Technology 
on Group Performance 

Paul S. Goodman 


The ultimate goal of this chapter is to provide an intellectual 
guide for the reader as he or she tackles the problem of under¬ 
standing factors that contribute to effective groups in organiza¬ 
tions. Specifically, we want to carefully delineate the meaning 
of the task and technology variables and their interrelationship, 
and we want to carefully think about how these variables work 
in a model of group performance. 

The general rationale for focusing on groups appears in 
many places throughout this book. Groups are a pervasive phe¬ 
nomenon in our society. In organizations they are central build¬ 
ing blocks for getting work done. While there has been a good 
deal of variation in researchers’ interests in groups over the 
years, there has clearly been a resurgence of interest in groups in 
organizations over the last ten years. A major thrust comes from 
the action research effort tied onto the significant quality of 
work life effort (QWL) that currently is evidenced in autono¬ 
mous work groups, quality circles, and labor-management par¬ 
ticipation teams. In addition, the emergence of new models of 
group performance, such as those by Hackman (1976), Glad- 

Note: Support for this chapter was provided through Bureau of 
Mines Contracts J0100069, J0328022, and J0123040. 
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stein (1984), Kolodny and Kiggundu (1980), and others, attest 
to the current interest in understanding groups’ effectiveness jn 
an organizational setting. 

The specific interest in task and technology is driven by a 
need for finer-grained models and the fact that these variables 
are critical in models of group performance in organizations. 
There are several current models of group effectiveness. They ajre 
often drawn in a fairly general way. The variables are listed apd 
arrows are drawn but rarely are there any specific hypotheses dr 
models that afford assessment of confirmability. The point is 
not that these models are faulty. They serve the important heur¬ 
istic function of identifying the critical variables and their gen¬ 
eral relationship. The next step is to move to more finer-grained 
models, but it is difficult to draw finer-grained models of a large 
system of variables. So the immediate task should be to move jo 
smaller-range theories and to delineate the relationship of a 
smaller set of variables while keeping in mind the broader mod¬ 
els. This argument underlies one rationale for focusing on the 
task and technology variables. The reason for selecting these, as 
opposed to other sets of variables, is that they appear in most 
models of group performance. The meaning of the task and 
technology variables has not been well delineated, and they may 
play a more important role in explaining group effectiveness in 
organizations than is acknowledged by current models. 

Boundaries 

As we examine the relationships among task, technology, 
and group effectiveness, there is a need to limit inquiry. First, 
we are primarily interested in groups in organizations. The Use 
of the organizational context will affect the meanings we as¬ 
cribe to task and technology. We will obviously look to re¬ 
search on groups in other contexts, but our focus is within 
organizations. 

Second, we are primarily interested in groups that pro¬ 
duce something. The “something” could be a ton of coal, a 
manufactured part, a policy decision, or an approved bank loan. 
Groups serve functions in organizations other than producing 
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or changing the value of objects (for example, receiving commu¬ 
nication, politically legitimizing acts). Third, our primary inter¬ 
est is in groups that exhibit some degree of intradependence. In 
organizations we often see nominal designations of groups; that 
is, the organizational chart labels a set of workers as a group, 
but there is no interdependence among these individuals. In our 
analysis interdependence, the psychological awareness of group 
membership, and a common task goal are defining attributes of 
groups in organization. 

Organization of the Chapter 

This inquiry is organized in terms of sections. In the first 
section we explore how task and technology have been used in 
models of group effectiveness, by describing some representa¬ 
tive approaches. Then, commonalities and problems are ex¬ 
plored. In the second section an alternative view of task and 
technology will be presented. In section three some empirical 
information will be used to illustrate an approach to better 
understand how task and technology affect group performance. 
We will conclude with a set of guidelines for investigating the 
role of task and technology in performance. 

Some Biases 

Before this inquiry is finally launched, it is appropriate to 
acknowledge some assumptions or biases that underlie this dis¬ 
cussion. The first bias concerns the ambiguous language used in 
the literature about tasks and technology and their relationship 
to group effectiveness. This lack of conceptual clarity, which 
characterizes many variables in the organizational theory, may 
be attributed to the following: First, a lot of our conceptualiza¬ 
tions of tasks, for example, are influenced by laboratory work 
on group performance. The question is whether this extrapola¬ 
tion from the laboratory setting works in the organizational set- 
ting. The traditional laboratory setting is fundamentally differ¬ 
ent from work settings and the simplicity in terms of space and 
time precludes simulating the richness and complexity of vari- 
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ables such as technology. Second, much of the work on task 
and technology has been done by psychologists or sociologists 
with little link to engineering or production professionals. 
These social scientists may not have the alternative concepts 
and vocabulary to think about technology. In my review of 
studies of task, technology, and group effectiveness, dimensions 
of tasks or technology are described, but the reader is never told 
what actually happens or how goods are produced in that organ¬ 
izational setting. The language used to describe technology by 
many social scientists comes from other theories (for example, 
contingency theory) that may not be robust in characterizing 
technology. Third, many researchers do single-firm studies, 
examining the role of task and technology over multiple groups 
within a single organization. The problem with that strategy i$ 
that certain factors such as type of machinery, manning policy, 
and maintenance policy may appear to be held constant withiij 
the firm and are not a source of variation in group performance; 
thus they are ignored. However, in a larger context (that is, 
across organizations) they may be quite important. The point is 
that our intellectual background and experiences may have con¬ 
strained how we think about these concepts. Perhaps, and this is 
our bias, we need to rethink the language we use. 

Another bias concerns how generally we can think about 
models of group performance. In a sense the issue is whether 
one develops general models that cut across various groups and 
types of technologies or whether one adopts a more idiographic 
approach. Most of the current literature on groups in organiza¬ 
tions (Cummings, 1981; Gladstein, 1984; and Hackman, 1976) 
articulates general models of group performance. Our bias i(3 
that technology plays a major, but not well-understood, role ip 
models of group performance. To understand that role requires 
finer-grained analysis of a specific technology and the emer¬ 
gence of a model specific to that technology. 

The final bias concerns the role of human factors as op¬ 
posed to nonhuman factors (for example, capital, technology, 
environment) on group performance. A cursory view of the cur¬ 
rent models of group performance indicates an obvious bias 
toward human variables, such as effort, commitment, leadet- 
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ship, coordination, and norms. The assumption is that these 
variables are important and that changing these human variables 
in a particular way can enhance performance. An alternative 
view is that human variables play a relatively small role in influ¬ 
encing performance and other controllable variables (for exam- 
ple, type of equipment, manning policy, maintenance policy), 
and noncontrollable variables play a more important role in in¬ 
fluencing performance. Our bias is that most models of group 
performance do not really acknowledge the importance of these 
structural policy variables and the uncontrollable variables. 

Task 

In identifying some representative characterizations of 
the task and technology constructs as they bear on models of 
group performance, our strategy is not to enumerate all classifi¬ 
cation systems. Rather, it is to note systems that have been in¬ 
fluential and/or current and that bear on understanding groups 
in organizations and then to note some critical issues underlying 
these classification systems. We begin with the task variable. 

If there is any stylized fact that emerges from the group 
literature, it is that the group task makes a difference in group 
performance. The relationships between performance and group 
size are moderated by the tasks. In disjunctive and additive 
tasks, size is positively related to performance. The effects of 
homogeneity or heterogeneity of group composition on perfor¬ 
mance depends on task requirements. Intragroup cooperation 
(versus competition) contributes to performance when the task 
requires interdependent activities (Nieva, Fleishman, and Rieck, 
1978). All these “findings” portray task as a moderator vari¬ 
able. Other research shows tasks having a direct effect on per¬ 
formance (Hackman, 1976). In all cases, tasks make a difference. 

Representative Schemes . Categorizing tasks is, of course, 
not a new activity. Carter, Hay thorn, and Howell (1950) classi¬ 
fied tasks into clerical discussion, intellectual construction, 
mechanical assembly, motor coordination, and reasoning. Shaw 
(1973) generated six dimensions along which group tasks varied: 
intellectual versus manipulative, task difficulty, intrinsic interest, 
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population familiarity, solution multiplicity versus specificity, 
and cooperation requirements. In Steiner’s Group Process and 
Productivity (1972), a category scheme was presented that has 
remained fairly influential. He distinguishes between divisible 
and unitary tasks. In divisible tasks members do different activ¬ 
ities, the combination of which leads to the group product. In 
unitary tasks, individuals do the same activity, which gets com-- 
bined into a single product. Unitary tasks can be disjunctive! 
where performance depends on the best individual, or conjunc ¬ 
tive, where performance is a function of the weakest individual! 
Additive tasks (for example, a group shoveling snow) are all 
member activities added together to determine group perfor¬ 
mance. 

McGrath’s (1984) recent book provides the best overall 
summary of the current status of the group performance literal 
ture. In it he proposes a model of group task types. This model 
asserts that groups can do four things: generate ideas or plans, 
choose among alternatives, negotiate conflicts, and execute ac¬ 
tivities. A careful review by the reader of McGrath’s typology 
will reveal it to be a nice way to organize the literature op 
groups. 

The above schemes are primarily derived from research 
on the social psychology of groups. Organizational researched 
also have generated possible task schemes. Sometimes it is diffi¬ 
cult to know whether they are talking about group tasks ox 
technologies, but we can leave that issue for later discussion. 

Herold (1978) presents a scheme based on the complex¬ 
ity of technical and social demands on the group. Task com¬ 
plexity is based on three criteria: (1) the programmability of 
task activities (the lower the programmability, the more com¬ 
plex the task); (2) difficulty of task activities (the greater the 
effort, number of operations, and number of skills required-n- 
measures of difficulty—the greater the complexity of the task); 
(3) the diffusion of task information (the less knowledge is cen¬ 
tralized, the greater the task complexity). Social demands refef 
to the quality of social interaction necessary for the group to 
perform effectively. The continuum ranges from tasks that re¬ 
quire little or no interaction to tasks that require extensive and 
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potentially problematic social interaction. Attributes that affect 
the complexity of social demands include: (1) the level of ego 
involvement, (2) agreement on means, and (3) agreement on 
ends. These two dimensions provide a simple classification of 
group tasks. This scheme then provides a basis for creating 
group effectiveness. For example, social process interventions 
are appropriate for groups low in technical demands and high in 
social demands as compared with groups low in social demands 
and high in technical complexity. The work by Katz and Tush- 
man (1979) represents another approach to task descriptions. 
In their work on R&D project groups, tasks are described in 
terms of their predictability or routineness, the uncertainty in 
the task environment information requirements of the task, and 
the degree of task interdependence. These task dimensions, 
then, are related to communication structure and performance 
indexes. 

As we review these category schemes (Table 4-1) there 
are some obvious commonalities and differences. Some of the 


Table 4-1. Group Task Dimensions. 


Researcher(s) 

Task Categories 

Carter, Haythom, 
and Howell 

Clerical, discussion, intellectual construction, mechani¬ 
cal assembly, motor coordination and reasoning 

Shaw 

Intellectual versus manipulative requirements, task 
difficulty, intrinsic interest, population familiarity, 
solution multiplicity versus specificity, cooperation 
requirements 

Steiner 

Unitary, divisible, conjunctive, disjunctive, additive 

McGrath 

Generate, choose, negotiate, execute 

Herold 

Task complexity, social complexity 

Tush man 

Routine, environmental uncertainty, interdependence 


schemes use common or related labels. Programmability in Her- 
old’s (1978) schemes is similar to the routinization category in 
Tushman’s (1979) studies. These concepts also are related to 
the solution multiplicity idea of Shaw. The task difficulty idea 
appears in Herold (1978) and Shaw (1973). Within McGrath’s 
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(1984) “execute” category we could place some of the Carter, 
Haythorn, and Howell (1950) categories, such as clerical or me¬ 
chanical assembly. There also are some obvious- differences. 
Some of the schemes, such as McGrath’s, classify task content 
or the nature of work that groups do. Other schemes seem to be 
about specific group task dimensions and these dimensions 
could fit into the general category schemes. For example, task 
difficulty or task programmability could cut across tasks that 
“execute” or “choose.” The specific taxonomies seem more 
helpful in generating hypotheses. That is, if we know the level 
of task interdependence, we can predict the effect of coopera¬ 
tive or competitive reward systems on performance. The more 
general schemes (for example, McGrath, 1984) seem helpful irt 
organizing knowledge about groups. There are other differences;, 
The Tushman (1979) research includes a task attribute about 
task uncertainty concerning the environment. This focus on the 
task context or environment is different. Shaw (1973) includes 
a category-intrinsic interest—that focuses on the motivating po¬ 
tential of the task. 

While it is interesting to review these different category 
schemes on group tasks, our primary objective is to understand 
work groups in organizations. Specifically, we are interested in 
the effect of group tasks on group performance. So, the general 
question is how valuable are these schemes in describing group 
tasks in organizations and explaining the performance of work 
groups in organizations. We begin this analysis acknowledging 
that these taxonomies have been derived from and applied pri¬ 
marily to laboratory research on groups. 

Issues in Current Taxonomies for Group Tasks. Perhaps 
the best way to evaluate how well these taxonomies may help 
us describe group tasks in organizations and explain group per¬ 
formance would be to begin with a description of a work group 
in an organization. An underground mining crew is selected be¬ 
cause it is a good example of a work group and we have beep 
collecting data on mining crews. The primary group task is to 
transport coal from one place (the face) to another place (a 
conveyor belt), which in turn takes the coal outside for trans¬ 
portation to a consumer (for example, a utility). This task is 
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done by eight to ten people per shift. There are three major 
pieces of equipment in the most common form of underground 
mining. The continuous miner removes the coal from the face, a 
shuttle car carries the coal from the continuous miner to a 
feeder that moves the coal to a belt for transportation outside, 
and a bolter puts bolts in the roof to prevent roof falls. Two 
workers work on each of these three machines. There also are a 
foreman and a mechanic with each crew. Most groups also con¬ 
tain some utility workers who perform indirect production 
work (for example, keeping the work area up to safety stan¬ 
dards). The work flow begins with the continuous miner. The 
car operator takes the coal from the continuous miner. At the 
same time the bolter is preparing a new area for the continuous 
miner to enter. The utility workers are doing the indirect pro¬ 
duction work. The task environment is important to mining. 
Conditions are hazardous. The size of the work area, the lack of 
illumination, and noise prevent crew members from seeing or 
hearing each other. Mining typically is a multiple-shift opera¬ 
tion, with the incoming crew picking up the work cycle com¬ 
pleted by the outgoing crew. 

Now let’s go back to the various taxonomies and see how 
they fit in describing the task of a mining crew. Here are some 
of the critical issues. 

1. A working definition. One of the problems with 
many of the discussions of the group task is the failure to define 
what we conceptually mean by the group’s task. Typically re¬ 
searchers define the task by citing dimensions. It is clear that 
the level of interdependence is an important part of a group 
task, but it is an attribute, not a definition of the group’s task. 
We would probably better understand the role of tasks in either 
laboratory or organizational settings if we better defined the 
conceptual space of tasks. 

2. Construct space. While the schemes in Table 4-1 enu¬ 
merate a number of possible dimensions, there are no intellec¬ 
tual guidelines about how to delineate the construct or dimen¬ 
sional space for a given group task. For example, the Herold 
(1978) scheme is based on multiple dimensions. We could use 
concepts such as programmability and difficulty to describe the 
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mining task, but do these dimensions represent a comprehen¬ 
sive list of dimensions relevant to group performance? The di¬ 
mensions in Steiner’s (1972) system do not really appear in 
Herold’s (1978) system. Should they be included? The issues 
about dimensionality and definitions are really the same. If we 
really want to understand the role of the group task variables, it 
is important to define the construct space and then to present a 
dimensional structure of group tasks. Too often the selection of 
dimensions may be guided by convenience or fashionable para-- 
digms. For example, the interest in task environmental uncer¬ 
tainty has been influenced to some degree by the interest in 
contingency theories. The point is, we should probably spend, 
some time thinking about what the dimensional structure oi" 
group tasks might be, given a particular technology, rather than 
using dimensions of convenience or simply those used by other 
researchers. 

Our position, which is discussed later in this chapter, is 
that the task dimensions are contingent on the type of technol¬ 
ogy* an d the initial delineation of these dimensions should be 
generated on a specific set of technological arrangements in spe^ 
cific sets of homogeneous work groups. We reject the idea of 
group task and provide a way to think about the relationships 
among tasks, technology, and organizational structure. 

3. Single or multiple tasks. Implicit in most of the analy¬ 
ses of the effect of group task on performance is the assumption^ 
that there is a single group task and this task can be dimension- 
alized in some way. That is, there is a task we can describe as a 
choose task as opposed to a negotiate task, or there is a task 
that is high in interdependence as opposed to low in interdepen¬ 
dence. The problem with this assumption is that it is based on 1 
the existence of a single group task. If we go back to the mining 
example, we can see that there is a whole range of group tasks. 
First, there are two major types of mining activities—develop¬ 
mental and retreat. During developmental mining, the crew goes 
forward into new seams of coal. In retreat mining, the crew 
leaves an area and pulls out large coal pillars that had supported 
the roof. Eventually the roof collapses and the area is no longer 
useful. These two types of mining utilize the same crew but the 
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task requirements are substantially different and the expected 
productivity is different (greater under retreat mining). The di- 
mensionalization of the developmental task is not the same as 
that of the retreat task. Second, within any of these two types 
of mining tasks there are sets of subtasks. For example, in de¬ 
velopmental mining there are the direct and indirect production 
tasks. These two types of tasks differ on dimensions such as 
routineness, difficulty, complexity, and so on. The point is that 
most work groups have multiple tasks. It is presumptive to be¬ 
lieve those tasks are homogeneous. If this is true, we need to be 
wary of aggregate descriptions of group tasks. In work situa¬ 
tions there are bound to be multiple tasks. Also, it is difficult in 
some cases to know where the boundary of one task ends and 
the other begins. Aggregate descriptions are suspect. 

4. The language of task taxonomies. Another issue con¬ 
cerns how well the language of the task taxonomies describes or 
helps us understand variations in group performance. Take the 
Steiner (1972) scheme—tasks can be unitary or divisible. But 
does this distinction apply to groups in organizations? Most, if 
not all, production groups in organizations exhibit some divi¬ 
sion of labor, so this distinction is not helpful. Performance 
work groups, in a definitional sense, are divisible. McGrath 
(1984) classifies groups into eight task types within the pro¬ 
cesses of generating, choosing, negotiating, and executing. His 
scheme is more robust in describing the group task than Stein¬ 
er’s (1972). However, his scheme would be used differently in 
an organizational setting. Instead of classifying groups into mu¬ 
tually exclusive task categories, the scheme would be used to 
classify activities within a work group. Mining crews do more 
than psychomotor tasks. They compete against other crews, 
they are involved in mixed-motive negotiation, they engage in 
decision-making activities, and they do planning and creating. 
Some of these tasks are done independently, others are done 
simultaneously with other tasks, and others are highly interde¬ 
pendent with other tasks. In addition, the boundaries among 
these tasks are often blurred at any point in time and clearly 
over time. The point is that this scheme may be used within a 
group task to describe different types of task activities (for 
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example, the percentage of time spent choosing as opposed to 
executing). However, given some of the blurred nature of task 
boundaries, this scheme may not provide a strong method for 
deciding on any factors that affect group performance. 

5. Functions of task taxonomies. The last issue to be ex¬ 
plored concerns the functions of task taxonomies in models oj’ 
group performance. While a number of taxonomies have been 
generated, their functions seem rarely explored. The most ob¬ 
vious function of a taxonomy is to organize knowledge. Wheri 
we were planning this book, it was natural to ask what we knovy 
about groups. This question implies that there is some way to 
organize this knowledge. McGrath’s (1984) scheme provides 
a useful order to a diverse literature. 

Another function of the task taxonomy is to serve as a. 
moderator variable. In other words, groups differ in terms of 
their tasks. As we change input characteristics of groups, such as 
size, we should expect differences in performance as a function 
of task characteristics. Task variation moderates the effect of 
size on performance. The use of task as a moderator character¬ 
izes its primary use in literature on groups. A third possible 
function of groups’ tasks is to directly impact on performance. 
Work by Hackman (1976) shows that task directly affects group 
process. In none of the current studies we reviewed were task 
characteristics portrayed as direct predictors of performance; 
We will examine this point further in our discussion. 


Technology 

Technology is another component in a model of group ef-j 
fectiveness. This concept has played a major role in understand¬ 
ing all levels of analysis in organizations. While our focus will 
primarily be on groups, it is informative to begin with more gen¬ 
eral conceptualizations. 

Representative Schemes. Thompson and Bates (1957, p. 
325) described technology as “those sets of man-machine activi¬ 
ties which together produce a desired good or service.” Underly- 
ing this definition is the idea of transforming an object from 
one state to another. Thompson (1967) also presented a typol- 
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ogy of technology based on three types—long-linked, mediating, 
and intensive. Long-linked technology is defined by serial inter¬ 
dependence among activities and is represented by assembly 
lines. In mediating technology the main characteristic is linking 
one group (for example, depositors in a bank) with another 
(borrowers). In an intensive technology (for example, general 
hospital) a variety of different activities are directed to an ob¬ 
ject, but the combinations can change with different objects. 
Thompson focused not only on broad technical differences but 
also on the effects of environmental uncertainty on the core 
technologies. He argued that organizations need to buffer their 
core technologies from environmental influences and suggested 
a set of mechanisms such as stockpiling inventory, smoothing 
input and output transactions, and forecasting. 

Perrow (1967, p. 195) viewed technology as “the actions 
that an individual performs upon an object, with or without the 
aid of tools or mechanical devices in order to make some change 
in that object.” Again, the idea of transformation underlies the 
definition of technology. He also proposed two dimensions of 
technology: The first is the number of exceptional cases en¬ 
countered in the work. The second is the nature of the search 
process that is undertaken when exceptions occur. These dimen¬ 
sions lead to a two-by-two classification of technologies. Some 
have few exceptions and analyzable problems (for example, pro¬ 
ducing screws and bolts) while others experience many excep¬ 
tions and unanalyzable problems (for example, aerospace). It is 
important for the reader to note that these two dimensions 
were generated to better understand the interface between tech¬ 
nology and organizational structure. 

A major thrust in the 1960s and 1970s was an examina¬ 
tion of the effect of technology on organizational structure, the 
so-called technological imperative. The focus is on how technol¬ 
ogy affects structure rather than how it contributes to perfor¬ 
mance. However, it is still instructive to look at this literature 
briefly because some of it occurs at the group or unit level and 
definitions and dimensions of technology are displayed. 

Hickson, Pugh, and Pheysey (1969) propose three types 
of technologies. Operations technology concerns the equipping 
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and sequencing of activities in the work flow, materials technol¬ 
ogy concerns the characteristics of the material in the worl^ 
flow, and knowledge technology concerns the characteristics of 
knowledge in the work. Their research focuses on operation? 
technology, which is dimensionalized in terms of (1) the level 
of automation of equipment, (2) the rigidity of the work flow; 
(3) the specificity of the evaluation of operations, and (4) thf 
continuity of throughput. No strong findings are presented to 
support the effect of technology on structure. 

Mohr (1971) examined the impact of technology on the 
structure and effectiveness of 144 work groups from fifteeii 
health departments. Technology was conceptualized in terms of 
the manageability of tasks and materials. Manageability was 
composed of uniformity (of materials), analyzability, and conu 
plexity. Task interdependence was also used. Mohr (1971) re- 
ports weak support for the relationship of technology to struc¬ 
ture and for the hypothesis that effectiveness is a function ol: 
the consonance between technology and its organizational 
structure. Comstock and Scott (1977) argue about the impor-j 
tance of separating technology at different levels of analysis: 
individual, group, and organization. They basically find that 
technology affects structure when you separate individual of 
task technology effects from work group technology effects. 
Their two major dimensions are task predictability (individual 
level) and work flow predictability. 

Current work on technology and group effectiveness 
comes from a variety of traditions. There are tests of contin-; 
gency theory at the group level or work unit level. Basically this 
theory suggests that the fit between structure and technology 
predicts effectiveness. For example, under conditions of techno¬ 
logical uncertainty, destandardization of rules and decentraliza¬ 
tion should increase effectiveness. Schoonhoven (1981) did one 
of the more refined studies using this theory, with operating 
rooms in a hospital as the sample and morbidity as the criterion. 
She basically found that traditional theories of contingency then 
ory underrepresent the complexities of the relationship between 
technological uncertainty structure and effectiveness. Symmetri¬ 
cal and nonmonotonic interactions between technology and 
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structure are reported. Argote (1982), in a study of emergency 
rooms in hospitals, found that programmed means of coordina¬ 
tion made a greater contribution to effectiveness under condi¬ 
tions of low input uncertainty, while nonprogrammed means 
made a greater contribution under conditions of high uncer¬ 
tainty. 

Fry and Slocum (1984) found little support for the con¬ 
tingency hypothesis about group effectiveness. Technology in 
their study was conceptualized in terms of the number of ex¬ 
ceptions in work, the analyzability or unanalyzability of excep¬ 
tions, and interdependence. The sample was sixty-one work 
groups in a police department. 

Other current models of work group effectiveness include 
dimensions of technology. Cummings (1981) argues that tech¬ 
nology should be considered as a controllable variable, not just 
a contingent variable. He lists the following technological char¬ 
acteristics: work flow predictability, boundary-transaction pre¬ 
dictability, spatial temporal relations, and mechanization. Ko- 
lodny and Kiggundu (1980) present an interesting sociotechnical 
analysis of wood-harvesting crews. While their analysis is rich 
with insights about technology, there is no formal definition of 
technology or presentation of technological dimensions. In their 
model they do introduce the concept of task conditions, refer¬ 
ring primarily to the uncertainty and variability of the task 
environment. Sources of this variability came from variations in 
groups and weather conditions, tree size, species mix, and con¬ 
dition of equipment. 

Table 4-2 summarizes the basic dimensions of technology 
that we have discussed. One is struck by the dominance of the 
uncertainty concept in all of the categories. Some researchers 
use different names, such as manageability (Mohr, 1971), but 
the underlying concept is the same. The dominance of the un¬ 
certainty term in one sense is surprising, in another sense not. 
On one hand, technology is a complex concept and it is unlikely 
to be primarily described by one dimension. On the other hand, 
forms of contingency theory have been a major intellectual 
force in organizational studies. The driving mechanism of that 
“theory” is the concept of uncertainty. That is, given certain 
levels of uncertainty, some organizational structures are more 
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Table 4-2. Technology Dimensions. 


Researcher(s) 

~~ -- - - - .. .. 

Technology Categories 

Thompson 

Long-linked, mediating, intensive 

Perrow 

Number of exceptions, nature search process 

Hickson 

Level automation, rigidity of work flow, specific¬ 
ity of evaluation, continuity of throughput 

Mohr 

Manageability, uniformity, analyzability, complex- 1 
ity 

Comstock and Scott 

Task predictability 

Schoonhoven 

Technological uncertainty 

Argote 

Input uncertainty 

Fry and Slocum 

Number of exceptions, analyzability, interdepen¬ 
dence 

Cummings 

Work flow interdependence, work flow predicta¬ 
bility, boundary transaction predictability, spatial 
and temporal relationships, mechanization 


appropriate than others. Given the correctness of the fit between; 
uncertainty and structure, we should find different levels of 
effectiveness. The pervasiveness of that theory even in the light 
of varied criticisms (Schoonhoven, 1981) explains in part the; 
pervasiveness of uncertainty dimensions. The reader should note 
that while contingency theory is often considered an organiza¬ 
tional-level theory, it has been used at the group level as indi¬ 
cated by the research cited above. ! 

It is difficult to find substantial differences among the 
technological dimensions cited in Table 4-2. Some researchers 
have distinguished between types of predictability (Cummings, 
1981). The dimension of work flow interdependence appears in 
a few discussions (Hickson, Pugh, and Pheysey, 1969; Cum¬ 
mings, 1981). However, it is the similarities that dominate the 
descriptions of technology. 

Issues in Current Conceptualization of Technology. This 
description of technology in the context of group performance 
models raises a number of issues about the viability of current 
approaches to understanding technology and organizational ef¬ 
fectiveness. 

1. Definitions versus dimensions . Except for a few cases 
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(for example, Thompson, 1967, and Perrow, 1967), technology 
is defined by selected attributes or dimensions, not by what it 
is. Technology is not task predictability. Predictability is a de¬ 
scriptor of certain attributes of technology. 

2. Construct space . This same issue appeared in the dis¬ 
cussions of tasks, but it is more pronounced in the technology 
literature. Task or work flow uncertainty dominates the way we 
think about technology. However, technology is much too com¬ 
plicated to expect that a single attribute will be adequate. While 
there is always motivation in science to move toward parsi¬ 
mony, the power of these variables should be demonstrated. A 
review of the studies we cited does not provide clear support for 
the effect of technology on structure, or technology and struc¬ 
ture on group effectiveness. There is no research we reviewed 
that shows uncertainty dominates other dimensional character¬ 
istics of technology. The point is that technology is more likely 
a multidimensional construct and the heritage of contingency 
theory will not be functional in designing models of group ef¬ 
fectiveness. We need not only to define technology but to de¬ 
scribe the dimensional space for a given type of technology. 

3. Dimensions versus description . After reading all the 
empirical papers on task and technology (with the exception of 
Kolodny and Kiggundu, 1980), it is difficult to know what 
technology is. If technology refers to the activities applied to an 
object to change that object, the reader has little knowledge of 
what is going on. 

In Mohr’s (1971) study of 144 groups in fifteen local 
health departments, technology was described in terms of man¬ 
ageability. Mohr clearly tells the reader what manageability 
means, but we do not know how the technology operates in the 
144 groups. In Fry and Slocum’s (1984) study of 61 work 
groups in a police department, the work groups are described 
in terms of technological attributes (for example, interdepen¬ 
dence), but we do not know what the groups do. How can we 
understand group effectiveness if we cannot describe what 
groups do—that is, how the technology process operates? In the 
Kolodny and Kiggundu (1980) study there is an excellent de¬ 
scription of machinery, employees, organizational arrangements, 


Impact of Task and Technology on Group Performance 137 

and task conditions and how they interrelate. For example, 
there is a detailed discussion of the main type of machinery in 
the harvesting operation and how this machinery affects pro¬ 
duction. Downtime was a major problem that directly affected 
production. The authors identified some specific skills of the 
operator to assess and diagnose downtime and some specific 
types of exchanges between the operator and mechanic that had 
a significant impact on downtime and group performance. That 
description that is unique to that technology was very informa¬ 
tive. It identified the critical points (or levers) for understanding 
and changing group performance. The point is that this is one of' 
the few papers that tell us how the technology functions. 

4. Level of analysis. Some of the early typologies (for 
example, long-linked, mediating technology, intensive) of tech-' 
nology were at the organizational level (compare Thompson, 
1967; Woodward, 1965). These typologies can serve a useful 
purpose in comparative organizational analysis. Other research 
on the effect of technology also generated organizational mea-: 
sures of technology. An assumption underlying this research is 
that there is homogeneity of technology within the organiza-; 
tion. A number of studies have questioned this assumption 
(Comstock and Scott, 1977) and indicated we should different 
tiate the meaning of technology at different units of analysis— 
specifically, individual, group, and organization. Indeed, a cur¬ 
sory review of this discussion of task and technology should 
indicate a reasonable amount of overlap. To some extent this 
overlap occurs because of blurring the distinction between tech¬ 
nology at the individual and group levels. Indeed, one of the 
findings from Comstock and Scott (1977) was that the effect 
of technology on structure is more clearly revealed when one 
separates technology at the individual and group levels. 

5. Subjective versus objective reports . A number of the 
technology-work group effectiveness studies use subjective re¬ 
ports to measure such technological dimensions as interdepen¬ 
dence and uncertainty. Consider the recent study by Fry and 
Slocum (1984). A sample item for interdependence is “Mine is 
a one-person job; there is little need to work with others.” 
Interdependence is really a group-level rather than individual-j 
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level phenomenon, but the item rests at the individual level. 
Does aggregating individual-level responses adequately represent 
this group-level variable? Why not use more objective informa¬ 
tion or alternative measures to access convergent validity? In 
the mining crew example, interdependence can be simply dem¬ 
onstrated by the fact that when one of the three major pieces of 
equipment stops, all other equipment stops. The information is 
available observationally or from records. Again, in the Fry and 
Slocum (1984) study one of their dimensions of technology is 
the number of exceptions. This is measured by “the amount of 
variety in my work.” Is variety a measure of exceptions, and if 
it is, does this measure individual or work group phenomena? 
This point is raised to question the use of subjective measures 
alone and the assumption of aggregate individual responses to 
group-level measures. The reader should note that some objec¬ 
tive measure of dimensions such as work flow uncertainty have 
been generated by researchers such as Schoonhoven (1981) and 
Argote (1982). 

6. Technology and stability. An assumption implicit in 
many of the discussions on technology is that it is a given or a 
stable variable. This assumption may arise from the belief that 
technology is always exogenous to a particular entity such as a 
work group. However, this assumption may not be true. We 
would expect continual change in aspects of technology by the 
group or other forces (for example, market). 

7. Technology as a predictor. In the studies we reviewed, 
technology is used as an independent variable that causes 
changes in organizational structure or in a contingency frame¬ 
work. Since we are interested in effectiveness, the latter use ap¬ 
pears more relevant. The basic hypothesis is that given certain 
levels of technological uncertainty, certain organizational ar¬ 
rangements are more likely than others to lead to effectiveness. 
It is clearly not in the scope of this chapter to review the merits 
of this theory other than to note the empirical findings support¬ 
ing this contingency framework are not too robust and the the¬ 
oretical framework has been severely criticized (Schoonhoven, 
1981). The point is that the only way researchers have presented 
technology is as a contingency or moderator variable. None of 
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the studies treat technology as a main effect variable. Let’s as¬ 
sume that equipment is a component of technology. If one min¬ 
ing crew has a machine with higher capacity than another, we 
would expect performance differences. If one machine is more; 
reliable than another, we would expect direct performance dif¬ 
ferences. While these examples seem simple and even trivial, 
they illustrate important predictors of crew performance differ¬ 
ences. They are presented to illustrate that technology may 
have a main effect on group performance—a point of view well 
understood by students of engineering but not of organizational 
behavior. 

Alternative Approach 

In this section an alternative approach to categorizing 
task and technology in models of group performance is pre¬ 
sented. This approach builds from our prior discussion and indi¬ 
cates some different ways of dealing with task and technology. 1 

Definitions . Let us begin with some key definitions. 

1. Technology . Technology is a system of components 
directly involved in acting on and/or changing an object from 1 
one state to another. Following Perrow (1967), the object can 
be a living being, human or otherwise, a symbol, or an inani¬ 
mate object. To change an object means to transform it. The 
word directly means that the system of components is proxi¬ 
mate in space and time to the object being acted on and/or 
changed. The system concept is introduced to indicate that 
technology is made up of multiple components and all those 
components are interrelated. 

There are four classes of components in the technological 
system—equipment, materials, physical environment, and pro¬ 
grams. These four should appear with varying weights in all 
technological systems of groups producing goods or servicesJ 
Equipment could refer to simple tools or complex program¬ 
mable equipment (including both the hardware and the soft¬ 
ware). Materials could represent the object being worked or 
animate or inanimate objects necessary to transform the object 
in question. The physical environment refers to the physical 
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context in which the transformation takes place. Programs are 
rules, procedures, or design heuristics used in the transforma¬ 
tion process. In this analysis three types of programs are consid¬ 
ered. Task core programs represent standard procedures for 
doing activities that directly bear on the transformation process. 
In the coal mining example discussed earlier, the miner operator 
and helper, the two bolters, and the two car operators directly 
change the coal from one state to another. These task core pro¬ 
grams are typically organized by jobs. Support task programs 
represent procedures for doing activities that support the task 
core activities. Maintenance, material handling, or indirect pro¬ 
duction all represent jobs that would be covered by support 
task programs. Lastly, there is a set of linking programs that 
deal with the interdependencies between the task core pro¬ 
grams and the support task programs. The programs to coordi¬ 
nate the work of the miner operator and the car operator or 
of the mechanic and the car operator are linking programs. 

We can summarize the discussion of technology by noting 
the following: (1) Alternative combinations of these compo¬ 
nents can produce the same products or service. (2) The par¬ 
ticular combinations of technological components will be deter¬ 
mined by extraorganizational considerations (for example, the 
market) and organizational considerations (for example, past 
history, expertise). (3) All four components—equipment, mate¬ 
rial, physical environment, and programs are interrelated. (4) 
All will appear in any technological system with varying effects 
on performance. (5) Technology can appear at any unit or level 
of analysis. Our focus is on how the technological components 
operate at the group level of analysis. 

2. Task. Task is a subcomponent of technology. It is a 
program or a set of operating rules, heuristics, and criteria for 
the transformation process. Tasks describe activities in a partic¬ 
ular job or activities that must be accomplished between jobs. 
Multiple tasks can be assigned for a given job. Tasks for a partic¬ 
ular job could be core tasks that directly (in space and time) 
act on the object in question or support tasks that permit the 
core task to function. In the coal mining example, the miner 
operator task is a core activity; maintenance, a support ac¬ 
tivity. 
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It is important to clarify the concepts of technology and 
task. The earlier review indicates these concepts often are not 
defined and are used by different researchers interchangeably, 
Our conceptualization treats task as a component of technol¬ 
ogy. The task is one of the four components in a technological 
system. The issue is not level of analysis, which appears as a 
source of confusion in other research on this topic. In that case, 
technology is an organizational variable and task is the grouj!) 
variable. Our use of these concepts is at the group level. Tech¬ 
nology is the system of components at the group level that 
transforms objects from one state to another. Task represents 
the specific programs to accomplish the transformation process. 

3. Labor. A technological system in our definition ijs 
composed entirely of nonhuman objects (for example, machin¬ 
ery and programs). Technological systems require a humah 
component to operate them in the transformation process. The 
labor component refers to the skills, abilities, knowledge, moti¬ 
vation, and attitudes that characterize work group members. 

4. The production function. This is the simplest repre¬ 
sentation of any production system. The basic model is that 
production is a function of labor and capital. In our framewor^ 
capital is represented by the technological systems, so produc¬ 
tion of any group is a function of the labor and the technologi¬ 
cal system. The components of the production system are df- 
rectly involved in the transformation process. 

5. Organizational system. The technological system^ 
exist in a larger organizational system. Organizations not only 
must transform objects (the role of the technological systems) 
but must acquire materials from the environment, dispose qf 
transformed objects, and deal with maintenance functions. (See 
Katz and Kahn, 1976, for a more elaborate discussion.) We dis¬ 
tinguish the technological system from the organizational sys¬ 
tem in that the former is focused only on the transformation 
of objects. 

The discussion of the differences between organizational 
and technological systems has been and could be very elaborate. 
That, however, is not the focus of this chapter. Our interests 
focus on the technological system at the group level that is in¬ 
volved in transforming objects. Groups exist in a larger organq 
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zational system. Within this larger system a variety of impor¬ 
tant functions, such as adaptation and obtaining legitimation, are 
carried out. These functions are important to the survival of the 
organization and groups within the organization. At any time, 
however, these organizational functions are not directly involved 
in the transformation process. 

Assumptions . Our conceptual strategy for understanding 
the role of technology and tasks is based on a set of assump¬ 
tions. 

1. Type of variable . Technology is a main effect variable. 
In most of the studies we reviewed, technology was considered 
a contingency or moderator variable. In models that portrayed 
technology as an independent variable (Cummings, 1981), its 
effect was always mediated through other variables. That is, 
technology would change effort that would change perfor¬ 
mance. We view technology as having an independent and di¬ 
rect effect on group performance. The effect of the techno¬ 
logical system may be based on the relationship among the 
components (for example, machinery and programs) or on any 
of the components. Earlier we mentioned there are multiple 
configurations of technological system components for any 
product or service. Within these different configurations are 
different capacities for performance. We would expect that 
capacity differences would be associated with performance dif¬ 
ferences. The direct effect of technology may be more clearly 
understood as one considers the components individually. 
Equipment differs in terms of reliabilities or downtime. Down¬ 
time directly affects performance variations. Variation in the 
quality of materials will directly affect performance. The physi¬ 
cal environment in the Kolodny and Kiggundu (1980) analysis 
of harvesting teams also directly affected performance. Some 
maintenance programs will lead to less downtime and perfor¬ 
mance than other programs will. The point is that the techno¬ 
logical system directly affects group performance and these ef¬ 
fects are independent of human interventions. 

2. Nonhuman and human factors. The basic assumption 
in most of the research on groups is that the human component 
makes a difference. The focus on leadership, cohesive groups, 
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and autonomous work groups speaks to the belief that chang¬ 
ing these human factors in groups makes a difference. In group 
effectiveness our argument is that human factors are important 
in some group situations and not in others. The unmodified as¬ 
sumption that human factors make a difference is misleading. 
The issue is the relative importance of these classes of variables, 
This assumption is highlighted because we want researchers to 
be more sensitive to the role of human and nonhuman factors iri 
understanding group performance. 

Perhaps an example will highlight this issue. The Rushton 
experiment (Goodman, 1979) was one of the early quality of 
work experiments designed to find new ways to restructure 
work and organizational forms. Rushton was a medium-sized 
coal mine in Pennsylvania and the object of change was the 
work group or the mining crew. The basic focus of the change 
team was on the human aspects of the group, and the basic in-j 
tellectual focus was to redesign the human or social system to 
better fit the technological system. While the total intervention 
was fairly complex, a major thrust was to develop autonomous' 
groups or self-managing teams. The initial results of the change 
effort were successful in the sense that highly cohesive self¬ 
managing teams were created. The question is whether these 
changes affected performance. The answer is that there were 
small positive effects. The lesson, however, is that while some 
change was successfully initiated, the magnitude of the changes: 
was highly constrained by the technological system. These non¬ 
human factors (for example, physical conditions, equipment, 
reliability, market factors) varied independently of the interven¬ 
tion, and they explained a large portion of the variance in per¬ 
formance. In this case, the nonhuman factors were dominant. 
They created the constraints by which other systems (for exam-: 
pie, the human or team component) could function. They cre¬ 
ated a "ceiling effect” on the impact of the team intervention. 

The point of this example is not to criticize the QWL ef¬ 
fort or the use of autonomous work groups. Rather it is to 
point out the need to acknowledge the role of human and non¬ 
human factors on group effectiveness. In some cases, the domi¬ 
nance of the technological system and other external factors 
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will preclude any major impacts from interventions in the hu¬ 
man systems. In other cases, where the technological system is 
not dominant, interventions in the human and team factors will 
create higher yields in effectiveness criteria. The point is to re¬ 
ject the unmodified assumption that manipulating human or 
team factors will make a significant difference. 

There are some guides that may uncover the relative im¬ 
portance of the human and nonhuman factors. The implemen¬ 
tation of these guides can be done relatively parsimoniously and 
efficiently. Human factors will be more important in under¬ 
standing group performance to the extent that (1) there is con¬ 
siderable discretion in the transformation process, (2) the tech¬ 
nology makes performance sensitive to variations in human 
effort, skill, and so on, (3) the redesign of the technological sys¬ 
tem is controlled by the group, and (4) there are not major 
exogenous variables that affect group performance. 

3. Multiple or single technology . A problem with much 
research on work groups is that it is based on the assumption 
that a group uses a single technology. Indeed the attempts to 
measure concepts such as difficulty or predictability are based 
on the belief that there is some common or homogeneous tech¬ 
nology for the work group. In our research we find that is not 
true. For example, coal-mining crews do developmental and re¬ 
treat mining. These two “technologies” require different config¬ 
urations of machinery and programs. That is, these work groups 
have multiple sets of technologies. Each particular technological 
system must be understood separately, and using general descrip¬ 
tors across different technologies confounds marked differences 
in these systems and how they operate. Our initial operating as¬ 
sumption is that groups have multiple technological systems and 
that these systems should remain in a disaggregated form. 

4. Idiographic or nomothetic. In defining technology we 
noted it was composed of different components. Also, it was 
argued that different configurations of these components can 
produce the same product. When the labor component is com¬ 
bined with the technological system, there are other possible 
configurations to achieve the sample production end. For exam¬ 
ple, in our research we have twenty-six different mines that in a 
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sense use the same technology (for example, continuous min¬ 
ing), but the final production system varies greatly across these; 
organizations. Given the large number of variables in each sys¬ 
tem and the large number of alternative configurations, our 
strategy is to treat each system separately and examine its 
unique property rather than to assume that the production sys-j 
terns are the same. We would not consider the production sys¬ 
tems across organizations to be homogeneous. Indeed, in g 
within-firm study of “homogeneous” groups we would begin 
with the assumption that the production system of each group 
is different. We have tested this assumption and found it to be 
true—that is, apparently homogeneous groups defined in termd 
of the same technology were actually different. 

5. Specific or general criteria . Many models of perfor¬ 
mance groups focus on a general effectiveness criterion. That is, 
by changing designated variables in these models, effectiveness 
should be increased. It should be clear from the more detailed 
literature on organizational effectiveness that such an approach 
is unlikely to be fruitful. Rather, we need to be explicit about 
what specific criterion we want to investigate. Then we have to 
develop some fine-grained models for that criterion (Goodman, 
Atkin, and Schoorman, 1983). This position is based on the as¬ 
sumption that properties of the criterion variables are different; 
and different models are needed for different criteria. In group 
research we mean different models would be developed for 
quantity, quality, downtime, satisfaction, group stability over 
time, and so on. Following our discussion in point 4, different 
models also would be developed for different technological sys¬ 
tems. The argument for moving to more fine-grained models 
rather than general models appears in other areas of organiza¬ 
tion theory (Goodman and Atkin, 1984). 

6. Language . One major problem in the literature on 
technology and group performance is that we do not know 
what groups actually do. Fry and Slocum (1984) study groups 
in a police force, but we do not know what these groups do. 
Comstock and Scott (1977) study groups in a hospital, but we 
are never told what the technological system is for these groups. 
Another problem is that when group technology is described, 
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the researchers use broad abstract categories such as difficulty 
and predictability. Since the technological system in a group is 
a complex entity made up of multiple tasks, it is unlikely that 
these abstract aggregate categories adequately sum the many 
different nuances that exist in a technological system. Also, 
these categories are often operationalized through subjective 
indicators. To the extent that there is variation in the interpre¬ 
tation of words such as difficulty or predictability , the struc¬ 
tural meaning of these technological dimensions is less clear. 

Any language system for describing technology must re¬ 
flect the issues described above. Most groups have multiple 
technologies, so we must describe each technological system 
rather than aggregate across systems. Also, we have argued 
that each system may be configured in many ways, so we ex¬ 
pect that the description of each system will have unique prop¬ 
erties. There are unlikely to be general descriptors that cut 
across different technological systems. 

Since we believe that language systems will be specific to 
a particular technological system, it is not possible to propose a 
general set of descriptors. We can, however, identify some of 
the constraints that need to be described. These came specifi¬ 
cally from our definition of a technological system. There are 
four components in that system—machinery, materials, environ¬ 
ment, and programs. We rarely find descriptions of machinery 
in most research on groups. The issue of whether the machinery 
is automated, a typical descriptor used in the literature, seems 
somewhat trivial. What we need to know are the properties of 
each piece of machinery. What is the capacity of the equipment 
for a given product? What is the machine cycle? What is the re¬ 
liability of this machinery? Simply describing what these char¬ 
acteristics are will tell us some of the constraints of the tech¬ 
nological system. Similar descriptions of the materials used in 
the production and the physical environment are needed. Con¬ 
sider the physical environment variable. In mining the key areas 
are the roof and the runways. The simplest descriptors of these 
areas are whether the roof is solid and whether the runways are 
wet or graded. These simple descriptions are concrete, easy to 
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verify or validate, and important to group performance. Differ¬ 
ent physical environments obviously require different descrip¬ 
tions. 

The fourth component of the technological system, the 
task programs, contain the rules, procedures, and decision heur¬ 
istics about the transformation process. We would represent th!e 
task programs by drawing process charts of work. To begin thfs 
description we need 1;o look at a particular technological system 
and product. Then we would identify the task core programs 
and describe the processes involved in each task. The process de¬ 
scription identifies the steps in the work cycle for that particu¬ 
lar task. For example, we are doing a study on groups perform¬ 
ing milling and grinding operations. The process description fdr 
milling machine A would include lifts up bar stock, places op 
machine, secures to jig, starts machine, and so on. After the pro¬ 
cess charts for the core task programs and the support task 
programs have been completed, we would move to a morb 
macroprocess description of the work cycle at the group level 
for a given product. 

This initial description provides a good account and hope¬ 
fully an understanding of the major components in the techno¬ 
logical system and how they interact. More description is 
needed to thoroughly learn the system. First, we need to sepa¬ 
rate how the intended system is suppose to operate and how the 
actual system operates. Departures from the intended system 
may be functional or dysfunctional for group performance. Sec¬ 
ond, we need to learn the major sources of variation in the tech¬ 
nological system. What is the relative importance of the four 
components (for example, machinery as opposed to materials} 
in explaining whether the technological system diverges from its 
equilibrium? What are the critical or major sources of variation 
in group performance? In our mining example, the reliability of 
the continuous mining machine is a critical factor in variation of 
crew performance. When this machine goes down, production 
quickly stops. The source of the reliability or the frequency of 
downtime is typically exogenous (for example, the age or type 
of machine). The amount of downtime is related to inherent 
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characteristics of the machinery as well as the skills and moti¬ 
vation of the crew. The key point is that this is a major source 
of variance in crew production. 

7. Group performance levers . As previously stated, the 
technological system is composed of four components: machin¬ 
ery, materials, physical environment, and task programs. The 
technological system plus the labor system equals the group’s 
productive system. The word system means all these compo¬ 
nents are interrelated and necessary and absence of any com¬ 
ponent would affect performance. In a sense, all the components 
are important. Our assumption is that all the components are 
not equally important. Some are more important than others. 
We start with the premise that all the components are present 
(not absent) and operate in some equilibrium state. We are in¬ 
terested in what factors make a difference—that is, which fac¬ 
tors substantially change variation in performance—and the 
sources of variation in these critical factors. 

In the mining example, we noted that downtime of the 
continuous miner is a major factor affecting group performance. 
A variety of sources, some uncontrollable (for example, physi¬ 
cal conditions), some controllable but exogenous to the group 
(age of machinery), and some controllable by the group (care of 
machinery), affect variations in downtime. The controllable 
sources are what we call group performance levers. They repre¬ 
sent controllable points of intervention exogenous or endoge¬ 
nous to the group that affect group performance. 

The idea of group performance levers is compatible in 
some sense to other approaches to understanding group effec¬ 
tiveness, particularly those approaches that concern intervening 
in groups. Herold’s (1978) concept of work group effectiveness 
is built around matching the intervention to group task charac¬ 
teristics. That is, the interventions or levers to improve effec¬ 
tiveness are tied to the social and task demands of the group. 
For example, social skill training is appropriate for tasks low in 
task complexity and high in social demands. Hackman’s (1983) 
discussion of work teams deals with the effect of organizational 
contextual variables and design variables on a set of intermedi¬ 
ate criteria that, in turn, affect work group effectiveness. Note 
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that the types of levers suggested by Herold (1978) and Hack- 
man (1983) are general in nature (for example, social skill trail¬ 
ing) and seem to be drawn from human organizational behavior 
literature. 

The difference between our use of the word levers and 
these other intervention approaches is that we focus on (1) 
both technological and human components, (2) factors that ate 
exogenous and endogenous to the groups, and (3) factors that 
are controllable sources of variation. 

Unfortunately, there is no simple path to find the levels 
of performance. One has to know the technology thoroughly 
and be totally immersed in the group’s operation. Given opr 
early position on the idiographic nature of group research, the 
immersion initially will be in a single group. Still, there are some 
general guidelines for this search. We would initially begin with 
the technological system, since that provides the basic con¬ 
straints around the group’s performance. Within the technologi¬ 
cal system we would first consider the configuration of ma¬ 
chinery. Across different configurations of equipment there are 
inherently different strategies or levers that affect performance. 
In a continuous-process technology, machine balancing is key tp 
performance, while in a batch operation, lot size and scheduling 
are key to performance differences. In both cases, but particu¬ 
larly in the continuous process, downtime is critical. The mate¬ 
rial component of the technological system is another possible 
group performance lever. In products requiring small quality tol- 
erances, variations in material may be an important source of 
performance differences. The task programs are another set of 
performance levers. It is obvious that there are many possibly 
task configurations for any product or service. One could look 
at the core tasks or the support-task or linking-task program^ 
for group performance levers. The identification of these task 
performance levers will come from careful job analysis. In min¬ 
ing, the cutting strategy of the continuous miner has a major 
impact on performance. Maintenance, quality control, and in 
ventory policies and programs are other sources of levers that 
in most cases are not scrutinized by group researchers. 

The intersection between the labor component and the 
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technology system is another place to search for levers. The 
issue here is not whether a group is adequately manned in terms 
of numbers and skill but whether there are some critical paths 
or points in the intersection between the technology and labor 
components that substantially affect variance in production. 
Kolodny and Kiggundu (1980) provide a fairly rich description 
of work groups in their study of work groups harvesting lumber. 
One of the key paths in that production system is the relation¬ 
ship between the harvester machine, the operator, and the 
mechanic. Harvester downtime is a major predictor of low pro¬ 
duction. The frequency of downtime was probably explained 
by the age of the equipment, time since overhaul, amount of 
time run, and other factors. The length of downtime was ex¬ 
plained by the type of failure, the operator’s ability to diagnose, 
anticipate, and communicate the source of downtime to the 
mechanic, the proximity between the machine and mechanic 
(they operated in different areas), and the skills of the mechanic. 
The frequency of downtime was primarily exogenous to the 
group and uncontrollable. The length of downtime was con¬ 
trolled by the quality of operator and mechanic interactions. 
This was a critical path in explaining variations among the har¬ 
vester crews. 

The organization/management system is another source 
of levers for group performance and one that is ignored by 
most researchers. Here we are interested in policies that are 
established outside the group but bear on group performance. 
For example, in the twenty-six mines in our study there are ma¬ 
jor differences in the use of indirect labor—that is, people who 
work outside the regular mining crews. We could look at two 
mines whose crews have exactly the same equipment, job con¬ 
figuration, and labor, but who differ greatly on the number of 
people who work in the mines but not in the crews. We have 
seen 50 percent to 60 percent variation in the amount of in¬ 
direct labor for mines with the same number of crews. There 
are two points to this illustration: (1) If we looked only at the 
productive system for the group, we would be unaware of other 
organization policies that may influence group performance, 
such as this difference in manning policy. Efficient indirect labor 
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may facilitate the work of the crews. (2) These policies that ap¬ 
ply to all groups may be more important levers than a within- 
group intervention. That is, a change in the indirect labor policy 
may have more impact on some group productivity indicators 
than any change at the group level. 

Empirical Illustration 

An empirical example will illustrate some of the ideas 
presented in this chapter. Although the illustration is not meant 
to be comprehensive or to represent formal model testing, it 
does demonstrate some themes in our discussion. It also articu¬ 
lates a strategy for estimating group performance that differs 
from other empirical investigations (Gladstein, 1984) of group 
performance. 

The example focuses on predictors of group performance. 
The coal-mining crews are the subject of this investigation. The 
empirical question concerns predictors of crew performance, 
and performance is defined by the tons of coal produced per 
day per crew. 

Technology . Coal mining can be generally described as a 
set of transportation activities. In underground mining, coal 
must be removed from the seam and transported out of the 
mine and then to a customer (for example, a power plant). The 
continuous miner, a large piece of machinery with a rotating 
drum with carbide bits, scrapes the coal from the seam and then 
passes it (by its own conveyor) to a shuttle car. The car, which 
is an open container on wheels, transports the coal to a feeder. 
The coal is dropped on the feeder, which places the coal on a 
conveyor belt that eventually takes the coal to the surface. On 
the surface the coal may be “cleaned,” and then it is transported 
by rail or truck to the customer. Since our interest is in work 
group performance, we will focus our attention inside the mine 
on mining crews that work in an area called a section. In addi¬ 
tion to the continuous miner, car, feeder, and belt, there are other 
pieces of machinery. The bolter inserts and secures bolts into 
the roof to prevent roof falls. Other pieces of machinery, such as 
scoops, are used to carry supplies and clean work areas. 
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Some of the major characteristics of this array of machin¬ 
ery and technological arrangement are the following: 

1. Work is highly interdependent. Failure of any of the major 
pieces of equipment will stop the production process. 

2. There is a high degree of interdependence between crews 
in the same section. Mining includes both direct production 
processes (for example, removing coal) and indirect produc¬ 
tion processes (for example, rock dusting, meeting safety 
requirements, cleaning belts). The total work cycle involv¬ 
ing direct and indirect work activities extends beyond the 
normal eight-hour work cycle. Therefore, it is very impor¬ 
tant that each crew balance its direct and indirect activities. 
Conflict between crews can lower a crew’s productivity. 

3. Mining is both labor- and capital-intensive. On the average, 
eight to ten people in a crew are needed to mine coal. If the 
crew is undermanned, production suffers. Not only are 
numbers of workers important, but the appropriate skill 
levels are also important. Operators of the critical pieces of 
machinery such as the continuous miner and bolters require 
extensive training and experience. A mismatch between skill 
levels and these machines will mean lower productivity. 

As we noted earlier, there is a set of expensive ma¬ 
chines assigned to each production section. Downtime of 
these machines will directly affect the performance of the 
crew. Some machines (for example, a continuous miner) 
have greater effects on output than others (for example, 
cars). 

4. Mining activities are affected by the quality of physical 
conditions, particularly the roof and runways (the bot¬ 
tom). If the roof conditions are bad, production will be 
lower and chances for an accident increase. If the bottoms 
are wet, the transportation activities are slowed. 

In the mine used for this illustration there were two kinds 
of basic technologies—continuous developmental and continu¬ 
ous pillaring. In continuous-developmental mining the goal is to 
mine ahead. The mining equipment and technological arrange¬ 
ments follow those outlined above. In continuous-pillaring min- 
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ing, the mining crew retreats from the areas already mined. The 
goal in this type of mining is to remove large pillars (usually 
forty feet by forty feet) that have been used to support the 
roof. The differences between pillaring and developmental tech¬ 
nologies include the following: Pillaring uses less bolting activi¬ 
ties, pillaring generally uses less inside general workers, pillaring 
is somewhat more dangerous (the roof eventually falls), and pil¬ 
laring is more productive since there are not a lot of indirect 
production activities. Following our earlier argument, we expect 
that the model of crew performance for developmental mining 
differs from that for pillaring mining. 

Data. The data for this analysis come from a medium¬ 
sized mine located in the Eastern coal fields. The mine employs 
180 workers and is unionized. Data will be reported on twelve 
crews over a one-year period. A crew is composed of six prime 
crew members who run the basic equipment in a mining crew 
(two miner operators, two car operators, and two bolters). In 
addition, other day laborers may be drawn from a general labor 
crew to help in special activities in a given crew. These people 
are called general inside laborers. There is also a mechanic and a 
first-line supervisor. The actual number of people in a crew at 
any time will depend on absenteeism, company replacement 
policy, and special mining conditions. 

The data used in this example come from daily company 
production records. Each record, completed by the foreman, is 
fairly detailed, identifying crew, number of workers, who works 
on what job, coal produced, downtime, and so on. 

Analysis. The analysis plan reflects some of the major 
themes in the chapter. The first analysis examines the effect of 
some of the technological variables on group performance. Then 
we examine the technological system and labor component on 
group performance. Implicit in the first two analyses is an as¬ 
sumption about homogeneity of technology. Throughout this 
chapter we have argued that this assumption is inaccurate and 
one should treat different types of technology differently. So 
we reestimated the labor and technology components for differ¬ 
ent types of mining. Other analyses briefly present crew effects 
and indirect effects. 

Technological effects. Table 4-3 presents the regression 
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Table 4-3. Technology Variables and Production. 


Technology Variables 

Coefficients 

t Value 

Delay 

1. Continuous miner 

-0.42 

(41.27) 

2. Miner move 

-0.35 

(10.54) 

3. Car 

-0.09 

(11.89) 

4. Bolter direct 

-0.44 

(16.15) 

5. Bolter indirect 

-0.02 

(2.30) 

6. Managerial 

-0.49 

(11.51) 

7. Inside equipment 

-0.38 

(24.27) 

8. Outside equipment 

-0.35 

(13.90) 

9. Other activity delays 

-0.40 

(19.68) 

Number of cars 

17.95 

(10.80) 

Physical condition 

-17.11 

(2.87) 

Sections 

2 

-15.57 

(6.40) 

3 

0.69 

(0.31) 

4 

4.49 

(1.98) 

5 

-16.99 

(7.15) 

6 

-20.56 

(4.91) 

11 

-26.34 

(5.33) 

Shift 2 

3.49 

(2.04) 

Shift 3 

5.05 

(2.96) 

Constant 

211.40 

(37.98) 

R 2 

0.586 



coefficients and t values for machinery variables and physical 
conditions variables. The machinery variables are measured by 
minutes of delay time per shift and the number of cars avail¬ 
able per shift. The physical conditions are measured by a four- 
point scale that ranges from 4 = bad conditions to 1 = good 
conditions, and a section dummy. A section is a physical area in 
which multiple crews work. It is a surrogate for different physi¬ 
cal conditions within a mine and for differences in machinery. 
All crews had the same type of equipment but some pieces were 
newer. A shift variable was introduced as a control variable 
since the mine operated on a twenty-four-hour basis, and there 
is reason to believe that the day shift (shift 2) and afternoon 
shift (shift 3) may be different from the eight-hour shift starting 
at midnight. 
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Basically the table shows that the technology variables 
are important in explaining crew production. The delay vari¬ 
ables have the appropriate negative signs and are in general sig- 
nificant.^The miner delay of —.42 means that every minute the 
continuous miner is down, .42 tons of coal is lost. The magni¬ 
tude of effects of different delays also makes sense. For exam¬ 
ple, the continuous miner delay (—.42) should have a greater 
impact on production than car delay (—.09) because there is 
usually a second car that will continue to move coal. Direct 
bolter delay (—.44) that stops the continuous miner is greater 
than indirect bolter delay (—.02) that does not stop the con¬ 
tinuous miner and thus production. In defining the technologi¬ 
cal system, we included the physical environment in which work 
is conducted. The direct measure of physical conditions (for 
example, bad conditions lead to lower production) and the sec¬ 
tion dummies are significantly related to production variation. 

Reviewing the whole table we observe the following: (1) 
The signs are in the right direction, (2) the magnitudes in the 
coefficients fit the nature of the technology, (3) the coeffi¬ 
cients for the major variables are significant, and (4) this model 
accounts for a reasonable portion of variance, at least compared 
with R 2 reported in similar studies. 

Production system. The technological system and the la¬ 
bor system constitute what we have labeled the production sys¬ 
tem in the group. Table 4-4 shows the results for the produc¬ 
tion system. Prime crew is the number of miners in the six core 
jobs, and inside general represents the number of utility people 
who appear in a crew for a specific day. We have other labor 
measures such as the familiarity of group members with their 
job, crew, and section, but the derivation of this and other mea¬ 
sures is complicated and outside the scope of this particular 
illustration. This table is similar to Table 4-3. The prime crew 
and inside general variables are significant. We have also exam¬ 
ined these labor variables on production independent of the 
technology variables. The fact that they are not major explana¬ 
tory variables is not surprising. There is not a great deal of varia¬ 
tion in these variables. Crews cannot function unless there is a 
minimum number of workers. 
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Table 4-4. Technology Variables, Labor, and Production. 


Technology Variables 

Coefficients 

t Values 

Delay 

1. Continuous miner 

-0.42 

(41.27) 

2. Miner move 

-0.35 

(10.54) 

3. Car 

-0.09 

(12.06) 

4. Bolter direct 

-0.44 

(16.25) 

5. Bolter indirect 

-0.03 

(2.48) 

6. Managerial 

-0.49 

(41.27) 

7. Inside equipment 

-0.38 

(24.25) 

8. Outside equipment 

-0.35 

(13.88) 

9. Other activity delays 

-0.39 

(19.57) 

Number of cars 

16.13 

(9.30) 

Physical condition 

-17.10 

(2.fe8) 

Labor 



Prime crew 

4.42 

(2.68) 

Inside general 

4.45 

(4.07) 

Sections 

2 

-15.52 

(6.38) 

3 

-0.57 

(0.25) 

4 

3.66 

(1.61) 

5 

-15.63 

(6.58) 

6 

-20.09 

(4.83) 

11 

-26.48 

(5.39) 

Shift 2 

3.40 

(2.00) 

Shift 3 

4.75 

(2.80) 

Constant 

185.31 

17.80 

R 2 

0.592 



Heterogeneity in production systems. Earlier we argued 
that technology in any given setting is likely to be heterogene¬ 
ous, and we need to break down the technological system into 
homogeneous components. There are basically two types of 
mining—developmental and pillaring. Although the physical 
conditions remain the same and much of the machinery is the 
same, the task programs are very different for these two types 
of mining. Therefore, one would expect different descriptions 
of the production system for different types of mining. One 
analytic procedure is to test whether a single run that combines 
both developmental and pillaring (that is, the same coefficients 
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for both types of mining) is different from combining two sepa¬ 
rate runs (that is, one from developmental and one from pillar¬ 
ing). Analysis of these data indicates that the model for devel¬ 
opment mining is statistically different from the model of 
pillaring (F = 12.2 < .001). 

Other analyses indicated that the prime crew coefficient 
in pillaring is substantially greater than the inside general coeffi¬ 
cient, and this coefficient appears greater than the prime crew 
coefficient in developmental mining. This is consistent with the 
fact that inside general workers play a less important part in 
the production process in pillaring and pillaring in general is a 
more productive form of mining than developmental. The mag¬ 
nitude of the delay coefficients has the correct signs and the 
magnitude among these coefficients appears in the correct mag¬ 
nitude, as we discussed earlier. The slightly higher delay coeffi¬ 
cients in pillaring indicate that downtime costs more in terms of 
lost production, compared to developmental. The coefficient 
for physical conditions indicates that bad conditions lead to 
lower tonnage and the magnitude of this coefficient is greater 
in pillaring than developmental. 

Crew effects . The data for Tables 4-3 and 4-4 are pre¬ 
sented at the crew level; that is, tjie analysis generates one mod¬ 
el from data across twelve crews. (The assumption in this type of 
analysis is that the estimated coefficients for the different crews 
are the same. Our hypothesis, of course, is that crews are differ¬ 
ent. At this time in our research we have examined crew effect 
by using dummy variables. Other effects that might be related 
to crews (for example, machinery, conditions) have already 
been included in the model. While this is a crude or black box 
approach, our assumption is that crew effects represent the co¬ 
ordination or team aspects of the mining crew. (We are cur¬ 
rently looking at alternative procedures to clarify the crew con¬ 
cept.) Given our hypothesis about crew effects, we did several 
analyses that led to the following findings: 

• Crew effects by themselves generate an R 2 of about .09- 
using tons of coal as the dependent variable. 

• Crew effects are significant with the physical conditions and 
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labor variables added. That is, the crew effect dummies are 
not merely picking up variation in physical conditions or the 
number of laborers. 

• Crew effects are significant in the full model that contains 
the technology variables, labor variables, and the control 
variable. 

Indirect effects . Figure 4-1 summarizes some of the results 
we have discussed thus far. The technological variables, machin- 

Figure 4-1. A Production Model. 



Crew Effects 


ery, and physical conditions contribute directly to performance. 
The labor and crew variables incrementally improve the expla¬ 
natory power of our model. The relationships among the vari¬ 
ables in the figure are, of course, more complicated than the 
simple direct effects we have portrayed. For example, crew ef¬ 
fects may directly and indirectly impact on production through 
the machine availability or delay variable. Examining indirect 
effects provides a more comprehensive way to understand group 
performance. We have explored some of these indirect effects; 
others are still under investigation. The physical environment 
variables could increase machine delay time, which in turn would 
effect production. No relationship was observed. The labor vari¬ 
able could affect delays but no relationship was observed. The 
crew effects variable does seem to affect the length of delays; 
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some crews have shorter delays than others. There is some indi¬ 
cation in the literature that there may be an interaction effect 
between the crew variable and environmental variables on pro¬ 
duction. That is, well-coordinated or cohesive crews perform 
better in bad physical conditions, but no differences appear in 
average or good conditions (Goodman, 1979). This relationship, 
as well as other possible indirect effects, is currently being exam¬ 
ined. 


Summary Discussion 

In order to help the reader understand more about mod¬ 
els of work group effectiveness, we have focused on the task 
and technology concepts because they are important in work 
group performance and these two concepts have not been well 
delineated. 

The major problem with the role of task and technology 
in group performance has been the lack of definitional and con¬ 
ceptual clarification. Another problem has been that these two 
concepts have been used interchangeably. In this chapter tech¬ 
nology was defined as a system of structural components in¬ 
volved in the transformation process. The task variable is one of 
the components of technology and consists of a set of core, 
support, or linking programs. 

Throughout this discussion there has been a contrast be¬ 
tween human and nonhuman factors. The reason for this theme 
was to reorient our thinking about groups. Variables such as 
leadership and cohesiveness are important but they are only 
part of the story about group effectiveness. The machinery, in¬ 
ventory policies, scheduling policies, and maintenance policies 
affect what goes on in the group. Our argument, or perhaps 
plea, is to take a more interdisciplinary view in studying work 
group effectiveness. The Rushton quality of work experiment 
(Goodman, 19 79) was cited to show the important constraints 
created by the nonhuman factors. In that experiment some very 
powerful teams were created over a reasonable time period. 
However, the effect of these teams was marginal, given the 
dominance of certain nonhuman factors. That is, the techno- 
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logical system in many ways created little room for the team ef¬ 
fect to be realized. 

This issue about human and nonhuman systems is not 
just a recasting of the sociotechnical approach. Indeed, in that 
approach the social system is typically fit to the technology 
rather than any real joint optimization. Our position is that (1) 
both sets of factors should be represented in any study of effec¬ 
tiveness, (2) more attention should be given to the specific tech¬ 
nical and economic factors that are involved in designing the 
technological system, and (3) more attention should be given to 
the interactions between these two sets of variables. 

A related point is the need to estimate the direct effects 
of the technological system variables on performance. The mod¬ 
erator- and/or contingency-variable approach underestimates 
the role of technology on performance. It focuses on the ques¬ 
tion of how other variables affect performance, given variations 
of technology. A more appropriate analysis strategy would be 
first to determine the extent to which the technological system 
provides constraints on the human system. How much room, 
as in the Rushton case, is there for changes in group perfor¬ 
mance due to interventions in the human system? The second 
type of analysis would be to look for interactions between the 
technology system and crew or labor variables. For example, 
crew variables probably affect the length of downtime but not 
the frequency of downtime. 

Another theme in this discussion concerns the homo¬ 
geneity assumption, which appears often in both the task and 
the technology literature. This assumption leads to using global 
attributes such as uncertainty or difficulty. We have argued and 
illustrated that the heterogeneity assumption is probably more 
accurate and a better place to start. One implication of the het¬ 
erogeneity assumption is that you estimate different models for 
different types of technology. So in our empirical example we 
separated the developmental and pillaring models. The equiva¬ 
lence or nonequivalence of empirical models then becomes a 
test for determining homogeneity of technology. 

Another implication concerns analyzing groups across dif¬ 
ferent organizations. An original assumption in our research 
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program was to sample groups across a homogeneous popula¬ 
tion of organizations—that is, to get a large number of groups 
doing the same thing (continuous mining) in different organiza¬ 
tions. This would permit looking at policy differences holding 
technology constant. What we found is that there is great vari¬ 
ation in how the components of the “same” technological sys¬ 
tem are configured. Therefore, it becomes difficult to separate 
out the variations in the technological components and related 
policies. Our evolved strategy is to understand well one set of 
groups in a particular organization. The focus is more idiographic. 

This idiographic approach to groups can lead to produc¬ 
tive or unproductive scientific explorations. Since this is an im¬ 
portant theme in the chapter, we should identify the potential 
problems with this approach. The basic argument is that we 
need different models of group performance for groups with 
different technologies. Given a common technology, we expect 
to have different models across different firms. And even with¬ 
in firms, different crews may have different models of perfor¬ 
mance. The basic problem with this idiographic approach con¬ 
cerns how we use information generated from this type of 
investigation. If we end up with only a model of description of 
crew A on shift 1 in mine X, our knpwledge and scholarship will 
be quite limited. However, our definition of technology and the 
production systems identified a system of components. It was 
argued that alternative combinations of these components can 
produce the same product or level of effectiveness. If our inves¬ 
tigation identifies the unique combination of components in 
work group A and in work group B, then we can begin to under¬ 
stand what some of the boundaries are for effective group per¬ 
formance. Our fine-grained analysis of crews A and B is con¬ 
ducted to better inform our general understanding of group 
performance. An idiographic approach does not mean you can 
only construct a model of crew A. On the other hand, this 
movement from the specific group to a more general under¬ 
standing does not mean you will have a more detailed general 
model that will not let you predict crew A’s performance. The 
basic argument is that there are large numbers of combinations 
of components in the technology and production system that 
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lead to effective performance. We are not able to know or con¬ 
trol all these combinations. However, knowledge of a particular 
combination, understood in the light of certain constraints, can 
improve our understanding of the group process. 

A dilemma in the current literature is the language used 
by researchers in describing technology. In most cases, the 
transformation process is never described. In some of the other 
cases, the attribute approach (for example, predictability) is 
used. We have discussed the limitations of this approach. There 
is not now a good language to describe groups. A good language 
should inform us what goes on (both intended and actual) in 
the transformation process. It should be descriptive and easy to 
replicate or cross-validate. It should inform us where the critical 
levers are that can change group performance. Some of the con¬ 
cepts we have discussed (for example, technological system) 
provide some hints about what we should describe. The process 
and work flow charts used in engineering may be one method 
to represent the work of a group. 

The idea of group performance levers was introduced be¬ 
cause we want to know what makes a difference. We believe 
that in any group’s productive system there is a small number 
of intervention points that will significantly impact perfor¬ 
mance. What would be nice to see in a report on group effec¬ 
tiveness is the researcher’s identification and rationale at the 
critical levers of group performance. Some hints appear in 
Kolodny and Kiggundu (1980), but nothing is explicit. Unfor¬ 
tunately, there are no general levers for all groups, but some 
strategic points for search have been enumerated above. 

The empirical example was introduced to illustrate some 
of the ideas in the text. There was some evidence that (1) the 
technology variables were important, (2) the technology was 
heterogeneous, and (3) both direct and indirect effects on per¬ 
formance need to be identified. 

There were obvious limitations to this example. The fo¬ 
cus was on one general type of technology—mining. Data from 
only one mine were presented, although other mines show simi¬ 
lar relationships. The measures from record data were clearly 
loaded on the technological side rather than the human side. 
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On this last point, there is an interesting problem. Data on the 
technological and labor variables in many settings are available 
cheaply for frequent (for example, daily) time periods. Data we 
collected from interviews were expensive to gather and limited 
to one time period. For this reason, it is hard to usefully match 
these data. That is, we have the technological and labor varia¬ 
bles daily but only a one-shot measure of some of the human- 
attitudinal variables. It may be preferable to collect the record 
data and some rich case studies based on selected groups over 
time. The record data would fit the more traditional modeling 
strategy. The case studies would provide ideas, contextual mate¬ 
rial, and confirmation for the modeling analysis. For example, it 
would be nice to have case studies for the crews to which we at¬ 
tached dummy variables. The case studies would be more valu¬ 
able for identifying group performance levers. 

A particular bias in our analysis has been the focus on 
production criteria as opposed to other group criteria. The bias 
was intentional. We do not believe there are general models of 
performance that cut across different criteria. From other work 
done in the organizational effectiveness area, it is relatively clear 
that attacking global measures of effectiveness has not been pro¬ 
ductive (Goodman, Atkin, and Schoorman, 1983). So we have 
focused on one criterion and built our discussion around perfor¬ 
mance. Our strategy in organizational effectiveness or group 
effectiveness studies is to select an appropriate criterion and 
work backward in developing a model specific to that criterion. 

Other criteria, such as the satisfaction of group members, 
should be explored. That exploration would obviously end up 
with a different model than appears in Figure 4-1. But that is 
not the point of the chapter. All the themes we have reviewed 
in this section still hold. The definitions of the technological 
system, the issues of homogeneity, the need for a language, the 
direct effect of technology, and so on would still be the same. 

Another bias in our approach has been the focus on pro¬ 
duction groups—that is, groups that produce or transform some 
goods. While there are important types of production groups in 
organizations, it is clear there are groups in organizations de¬ 
voted to other functions, such as decision making (for example, 
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approving a bank loan), communicating, or coordinating activi¬ 
ties. Does the approach to groups advocated in this chapter fit 
these types of groups? The answer to that question is no; our 
focus has been primarily on groups that produce products. An 
underlying criticism in this chapter of other approaches to 
understanding groups is that they are too general. That is, gen¬ 
eral models are constructed to explain group effectiveness 
across different types of groups, technologies, and different or¬ 
ganizations. The position advocated in this chapter is that we 
need to move away from this general approach to a more fine¬ 
grained approach. Therefore, the position taken in this chapter 
does not fit all types of groups. It seems more appropriate now 
to develop a good framework for understanding production 
groups and then do the same thing for decision-making groups. 
Then one can look for commonalities. The idiographic theme 
advocated in this chapter will not be of value to the person in¬ 
terested in decision making in organizations. However, concepts 
such as the group performance levers, the homogeneity assump¬ 
tion, and specific as opposed to general criteria should all be 
relevant to those interested in group decision making. 

We conclude this discussion by noting some implications 
of this chapter for practice. This chapter was not written only 
for the researcher concerned with models of group perfor¬ 
mance. The intended constituency was anyone—researcher, 
manager, consultant—interested in improving group perfor¬ 
mance. There were a number of basic themes that directly bear 
on practice. First, if one wants to change a group, one needs 
more than a general model of performance that currently ap¬ 
pears in the literature. Our idiographic argument means that the 
change agent has to learn in depth about the unique configura¬ 
tions of each group that is the object of change. Often consul¬ 
tants treat work groups as homogeneous entities. We view them 
as heterogeneous entities. Second, technology plays a powerful 
role in group performance. Despite the espoused acknowledge¬ 
ment of the importance of social and technical variables, most 
of the approaches to group performance ignore to a large extent 
the role of technology—that is, the focus is still on changing the 
social system. We have argued that in many cases the techno- 
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logical systems create a “ceiling effect” and there is little oppor¬ 
tunity for any social intervention to have major effects (for 
example, the Rushton case). Similarly, we have argued that a 
careful analysis of the technological system will indicate areas 
(for example, inventory or maintenance policies) that are typi¬ 
cally ignored by social change agents but are very important. 
Third, the determination of the interface between the human 
and nonhuman elements needs to be identified by both the re¬ 
searcher and the practitioner. In the mining example, one key 
interface occurs during the downtime situation. To some extent 
the frequency of downtime is affected by variables exogenous 
to and uncontrollable by the members of the group. However, 
the members’ response to the downtime incident is key to in¬ 
creased productivity. If this observation is true, then the major 
intervention in the human system will be around this interface, 
not on how to change groups in general. Fourth, the concept of 
group levers is important for both theory and practice. These 
represent the key intervention points that substantially impact 
on group performance. Although there is no set of general levers 
for all groups or even for groups in the same technology, we did 
identify a strategy for identifying levers in performance groups. 
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Groups Under Contrasting 
Management Strategies 

Richard E. Walton 
J. Richard Hackman 


Groups pervade organizations and have long been recognized as 
significant in affecting both the quality of life of organization 
members and organizational productivity. We know of no schol¬ 
ar or manager who would argue that groups can safely be ig¬ 
nored in studying or leading an organization that has work to 
accomplish. Yet we perceive some changes in how groups are 
being used in contemporary organizations, changes that appear 
to be associated with some fundamental changes in how organi¬ 
zations are designed and managed. 

There is a trend in many organizations away from man¬ 
agement strategies dominated by top-down controls, narrowly 
defined jobs, and close supervision. Replacing a control-oriented 
strategy in these organizations is an approach that seeks to fos¬ 
ter high member commitment and the greatest feasible self- 


Note: Prepared for a conference on groups in organizations held at 
Camegie-Mellon University, September 16-18, 1984. Support for the first 
author’s work was provided by Lex Service PLC and the Division of Re¬ 
search, Harvard Graduate School of Business Administration. Support for 
the second author’s work was provided in part by the Organizational Ef¬ 
fectiveness Research Program, Office of Naval Research, through Gontract 
NOOO14-80-C-0555 to Yale University. Helpful comments on an earlier 
draft were provided by participants at the Camegie-Mellon Conference and 
by Shoshana Zuboff. 


168 


Groups Under Contrasting Management Strategies 


169 


management (Walton, 1985; Hackman, 1985). We refer to or¬ 
ganizations dominated by the first strategy as “control strategy 
organizations” and those dominated by the second strategy as 
“commitment strategy organizations.” Also of interest are 
“mixed strategy organizations,” particularly those in the midst 
of a transition from a control strategy to a commitment strat¬ 
egy- 

By examining the kinds of groups found in the two types 
of organizations, we should be able to better understand both 
the management strategies themselves and the dynamics of or¬ 
ganizational groups more generally. Questions of interest in¬ 
clude the following: What kinds of groups are typically found in 
control as opposed to commitment organizations, and what 
functions do they serve for members and for the organization as 
a whole? How are groups used and managed in the two types of 
organizations? What roles do groups play in the transition from 
one management strategy to the other? 

To explore these questions, we must first clarify what we 
mean by groups in organizations. Our use of the concept, 
adapted from the definition proposed by Alderfer (1977), is as 
follows: 

• The group is perceived as such both by members (who 
should be able to distinguish reliable people who are mem¬ 
bers from those who are not) and nonmembers (who should 
be able to identify and characterize the group in relatively 
specific terms). 

• Members have significantly interdependent relations with 
one another. While this does not necessarily mean that they 
have regular face-to-face interaction, it does require that 
they be dependent on one another to achieve some shared 
purpose. 

• Members have differentiated roles within the group. There 
is agreement among them that different individuals are ex¬ 
pected to behave in different ways as the group goes about 
its business. 

• The group operates in an organizational context, managing 
relationships with other groups or their representatives. 
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Only if these attributes are all present does a group fall within 
our domain of interest; if they are not, we would refer to the 
entity as an aggregation rather than a group. 

We further distinguish between two general types of 
groups within our domain: organizationally created work teams 
and self-enacted informal groups. Work teams are created by 
managers to accomplish specified organizational tasks. Although 
members of work teams always share responsibility for perfor¬ 
mance outcomes, the design of such teams can vary widely (for 
example, in size, in the significance of the work to be done, in 
the amount of authority members have to do the work, and in 
the way the team is managed). Self-enacted groups are created 
by members themselves and are an expression of the needs and 
aspirations of the people who comprise them—including needs 
to collectively make sense of and respond to organizational re¬ 
quirements and managers’ behaviors. Although many such 
groups are formed in the absence of formal task responsibilities 
shared by members, they also may evolve as an elaboration of 
roles that already exist in structured work teams. 

As will be seen, work teams and self-enacted groups play 
different roles and have different dynamics in control and com¬ 
mitment organizations. 

Contrasting Strategies of Work Force Management 

The traditional strategy for managing the work force was 
institutionalized over the first half of this century. Its compo¬ 
nent policies have a theme of imposing control to achieve effi¬ 
ciency. Although commitment is welcomed by management in 
a control-oriented organization, the organization is designed to 
function adequately even if member commitment is relatively 
low. As a consequence, control organizations tend to elicit little 
commitment from their members and offer few means other 
than effort by which any increase in commitment can be trans¬ 
lated into improved organizational effectiveness. 

An alternative management strategy was initiated by the 
founders of high-technology engineering companies such as 
Hewlett-Packard and Digital Equipment Corporation. In the last 
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decade, the commitment approach, articulated as a generaliza- 
ble management strategy, has been employed in the design of 
numerous new plants and companies and is now guiding system- 
wide change in many large companies. Its policies are designed 
to elicit commitment in order to achieve effectiveness and effi¬ 
ciency. A high-commitment work system, then, is designed to 
generate high commitment, to fully utilize commitment for 
business and human gains, and to depend on high commitment 
for organizational effectiveness (Walton, 1980). 

Two Dimensions of Difference. Differences between con¬ 
trol and commitment strategy organizations are found in vir¬ 
tually all policy areas that bear on human resource manage¬ 
ment, ranging from recruitment and selection practices to labor 
relations policy (see Walton, 1985). For present purposes, we 
highlight two dimensions of difference that have special rele¬ 
vance to groups in organizations. One has to do with how work 
is set up and managed, the other with how authority is distrib¬ 
uted and exercised. 

Work design and performance management. In control 
strategy organizations, work is divided into small, well-defined 
tasks that typically minimize the skill and judgment required. 
Performance is managed by reference to explicit standards 
(preferably based on systematic measurement of the work) that 
define minimum acceptable performance. Pay is based on indi¬ 
vidual performance or job classification, sometimes with the 
addition of incentive compensation for above-standard perfor¬ 
mance. In all, work is structured and managed using the lowest 
common denominator concept: The idea is to run the organiza¬ 
tion so that even the least skilled or motivated employe will 
perform at satisfactory levels. 

In a commitment strategy organization, job responsibili¬ 
ties tend to be broad, combining planning and implementation 
activities. Employees are expected to manage themselves to a 
considerable extent, making adjustments in what they do or 
how they do it when circumstances change. Self-managing 
teams, rather than individuals, often are the accountable unit 
for performance. Rather than minimum standards of acceptable 
performance, commitment organizations typically set “stretch 
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objectives’ 5 intended to motivate employees to seek the highest 
level of performance of which they are capable. These objec¬ 
tives emphasize continuous improvement and often change in 
response to changing requirements in the organization’s market¬ 
place. Compensation policies reward the acquisition of new 
skills, typically provide for significant gain or profit sharing, and 
often provide special reinforcement for group achievement. 

Authority dynamics and compliance mechanisms . Man¬ 
agement prerogatives and positional authority are emphasized in 
control organizations, consistent with the general strategy of 
top-down control and coordination. There typically are many 
hierarchical levels in these organizations, and status symbols are 
allocated in ways that legitimize and reinforce hierarchical dif¬ 
ferences. Bottom-up influence is minimized: Employees are ex¬ 
pected to follow orders, not make suggestions. There typically 
are many rules in place to make sure people know what they are 
supposed to do and formal sanctions available to make sure 
they comply. 

In contrast, authority in commitment-oriented organiza¬ 
tions derives more from competence and experience than posi¬ 
tion. Commitment organizations tend to be flat with relatively 
few management perks and status symbols. Employee ideas are 
actively sought, and governance devices are installed to provide 
means for upward influence by rank-and-file organization 
members. Instead of rules, coordination and control are handled 
through shared philosophy, goals held in common, and group 
meetings of various kinds. Probably the most pervasive and 
powerful influence on compliance is influence from one’s co¬ 
workers. 

Trends and Complications . Historically, control and com¬ 
mitment strategy organizations evolved in two separate kinds of 
organizations, characterized by different types of work and dif¬ 
ferent populations of employees. Yet today we see some signs 
of a countertrend in both kinds of organizations. 

Control strategies, for example, originated and prospered 
in large blue-collar and clerical organizations, where there were 
large quantities of relatively routine work to be done. In the 
past fifteen years, however, the commitment model has been 
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tested and has taken root in numerous firms of this type-in¬ 
cluding automobile, steel, rubber, electrical equipment, metal¬ 
working, communications, transportation, banking, food prod¬ 
ucts, and wood products companies. Competitive challenges in 
these industries, particularly those arising from international 
trade and deregulation, appear to have spawned a variety of 
management strategies intended to increase employees’ motiva¬ 
tion and the utilization of their skills. Managers also have had to 
confront rising employee expectations regarding voice and 
fairness and have sought policies and practices that might meet 
these expectations and simultaneously improve organizational 
effectiveness. 

Commitment strategies, in contrast, originated with (and 
traditionally have been reserved for) work done by high-level 
managers and skilled professionals, such as research scientists. 
In many professional organizations, the current interest is in im¬ 
proving the design and implementation of commitment policies, 
rather than replacing them. Yet a countertrend toward more 
control-oriented strategies has become evident in professional 
organizations in recent years, most obviously in some schools, 
religious organizations, and health care institutions. 

The evolution of the two strategies in the future seems 
certain to be powerfully influenced (and complicated) by micro¬ 
processing technology. Some applications of this technology 
generate or reinforce a control strategy—for example, by rou- 
tinizing, pacing, monitoring, and depersonalizing work. Other 
applications foster a commitment strategy—for example, by 
augmenting employees’ skills, relieving them of tedious and 
repetitive work, and providing for decentralized decision mak¬ 
ing. Technological influences on work force strategy are likely 
to be particularly powerful in white-collar industries, where 
there are large numbers of people engaged in clerical work or in 
professional activities such as drafting, engineering, or purchas¬ 
ing. Managements in such industries, so far, have not taken ini¬ 
tiatives to shape the applications of computer technology in 
ways that deliberately reinforce their preferred work force strat¬ 
egies. 

The characterizations of control and commitment or- 
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ganizations we have offered in the preceding pages are, to some 
extent, idealized; few organizations of either type have all the 
features we have discussed. Yet many actual organizations ap¬ 
proximate the ideals rather closely. Even more numerous are 
organizations that employ a mixture of policies, some of which 
impose top-down control and some of which foster commit¬ 
ment and self-management. Many of these mixed organizations 
are in transition from a control-oriented strategy to a commit¬ 
ment strategy, reflecting a broad trend in contemporary U.S. 
society from the former to the latter work force strategy. 

Does this trend suggest that commitment strategies are in¬ 
herently more effective than control strategies? Not at all. In¬ 
deed, a well-managed control-oriented organization (and there 
are many of them) will easily outperform a poorly managed 
commitment-oriented organization (and there are many of 
them, too). In the remainder of this chapter, we explore in some 
detail the role groups play in control, commitment, and mixed 
strategy organizations. For each type of organization, we will 
see multiple ways that groups can contribute—and detract from 
—overall organizational effectiveness. 

Groups in Control Strategy Organizations 

What kinds of groups are found in control strategy or¬ 
ganizations? How is their development shaped by the policies 
of those organizations? What kind of power do these groups 
have, with respect to both their members and the larger organi¬ 
zation, and how do managers respond to the exercise of that 
power? 

Types of Groups. Control organizations turn out to be 
fertile breeding grounds for self-enacted groups. The research 
literature (particularly that generated at the Harvard Business 
School during the 1950s) shows the pervasiveness of self- 
enacted groups in control organizations, the variety of forms 
they can assume, and their complexity as a social form (Ho¬ 
mans, 1950; Sayles, 1958; Lawrence and Seiler, 1965). 

Self-enacted groups can range in size from three to a 
dozen or more workers. Although they usually are composed of 
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people who report to the same supervisor, they may also form 
because of task similarity, work flow interdependency, or even 
simple proximity. Similarity in demographic characteristics 
(such as age, ethnicity, and social class) also promotes the for¬ 
mation of self-enacted groups. Some such groups are relatively 
isolated from neighboring groups, while others may be im¬ 
bedded in a network of informal groups; indeed, individuals 
sometimes are members of multiple self-enacted groups. De¬ 
spite their variability in composition and structure, self-enacted 
groups often wield considerable power in control organizations, 
as will be seen below. 

What about work teams in control organizations—groups 
composed by the organization to accomplish organizational 
tasks? Here, too, the data are clear, even though the conclusion 
is different: Work teams are rarely seen in control organizations. 
As we explore below organizational dynamics that foster and 
shape emergent groups in control organizations, we also will see 
why work teams are so rarely used in these organizations. 

Control Policies and Group Development. Even though 
informal, self-enacted groups can be as relevant as task groups 
to the well-being of both the enterprise and its employees, the 
most immediate and obvious functions of self-enacted groups 
are social. Such groups typically emerge as members develop 
regular patterns of friendly interaction—conversation, shared ac¬ 
tivities during breaks, off-hour social exchanges, and so on. In 
this way, a self-enacted group helps humanize the workplace for 
the direct benefit of its members. The effect of the group on 
the organization, however, varies, depending on whether the 
friendly interaction is at the expense of work activities. 

Self-enacted groups also serve numerous purposes beyond 
this limited (and inwardly oriented) social function. It is, for 
example, common to find groups in control organizations as¬ 
suming responsibility for “bargaining” about output standards 
on behalf of their members, defining and enforcing limits to 
supervisory control, and influencing various organizational 
practices and procedures. To understand these functions better, 
we will show how the policies of control organizations strengthen 
the power of the organization over individual members and how 
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self-enacted groups can provide a counterbalance to the exercise 
of that power. 

Work design and performance management . Narrow, spe¬ 
cialized jobs in control strategy organizations keep the training 
investment in the individual low and thereby minimize the or¬ 
ganization’s dependence on the individual. Individual account¬ 
ability for performance puts maximum pressure on the individ¬ 
ual worker to meet standard expectations and helps supervision 
stimulate output competition among workers. Individualized in¬ 
centives induce workers to act in their own individual short¬ 
term interest in ways that serve management’s interest in the 
longer-term (yielding higher output immediately, thereby pro¬ 
viding the basis for raising standards later and decreasing the 
labor required). 

The emergent group frequently blunts these control mea¬ 
sures. After the social function, perhaps the most commonly 
observed function of self-enacted groups is to regulate the out¬ 
put of group members. Self-enacted groups often develop a 
widely shared rationale for norms that restrict output—for 
example, “Our work is not appreciated, anyway”; “Manage¬ 
ment will always want more and more”; “They are not fair to 
us”; and “They will take advantage of us.” 

In the bank wiring observation room in the Hawthorne 
studies, for example, members respected a group norm that 
individuals would wire two pieces of equipment per day; they 
even underreported or overreported their actual output if 
necessary in order to maintain that output record (Roethlis- 
berger and Dickson, 1939). Subsequent researchers repeatedly 
have documented this tendency of informal groups to decrease 
or eliminate the differences among workers’ output (or at least 
to obscure actual differences) and thereby frustrate manage¬ 
ment’s effort to stimulate competition among workers. The 
group is often successful in restricting output despite individual 
incentives administered by management. Groups also deflect the 
control tactic of individual accountability in other ways such as 
by informal helping out among members and job trading. 

Authority dynamics and compliance mechanisms . As 
noted earlier, managers in control strategy organizations seek to 
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maintain unilateral authority and to enforce compliance with 
management-specified rules about behavior in the workplace. 
Although managers may have to negotiate work rules institu¬ 
tionally with a labor union, they have little interest in renego¬ 
tiating them in the workplace. Nonetheless, in both nonunion 
and union settings, groups are highly influential in determining 
what is and what is not acceptable behavior at work. Indeed, 
group norms may prevail over the organization’s rules or the la¬ 
bor contract in innumerable areas—such as assigning overtime, 
taking breaks, punching out, horsing around, smoking or eating 
at the workplace, and accounting for resources used in the pro¬ 
duction process. Thus, the self-enacted group can defeat, at 
least in part, the policy of top-down control. 

The expressed rationale for activities that violate rules, 
including those that increase group members’ pay (such as 
punching in other employees and manipulating downtime to in¬ 
crease incentive earnings) include “We are giving full measure’’; 
“We are underpaid”; “Everyone does it”; and “Management 
knows about it.” Often unstated is a perhaps more important 
rationale—-namely, that such activities give members a voice, a 
feeling of influence and control, that they are otherwise denied 
in control organizations. 

Control strategy organizations typically reinforce the 
hierarchy by the allocation of status symbols. Status symbols 
are designed to denote subordination, to create social distance, 
and to reward proorganizational behavior. Thus, it is important 
that the differentiating symbols be prized by the general popu¬ 
lation of the organization. Self-enacted groups can, however, 
create alternative social realities, and hence, competing status 
criteria. They can develop a consensus that ridicules the organi¬ 
zational badges of status and that prizes other group-supplied 
status symbols. Thus, management’s dress, office, and titles can 
lose their effectiveness in subordinating and controlling the 
work force. The symbols used to recognize superior perfor¬ 
mance (for example, awards and publicity) can come to be a 
source of embarrassment, not pride, to those who receive them. 

Power of Groups. The above analysis depicting the group 
as neutralizing the control measures of the formal organization 
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suggests that the more elaborate the system of control measures 
(for example, standards, incentives, detailed rules), the more de¬ 
veloped will be the emergent group’s devices for protecting its 
members. 1 But what are the processes by which self-enacted 
groups gain, consolidate, and exercise their power in control 
organizations? 

First, how do these groups exercise power in relation to 
their members ? They do, of course, have powerful incentives 
(such as approval and social satisfaction) to use in enlisting 
member support and conformity. Beyond this, they sometimes 
use a variety of punishment tactics to keep members in line- 
ranging from criticism, sarcasm, and ostracism, to sabotaging 
a target employee’s work (hiding tools, maladjusting his or her 
equipment), destroying property (smashing a lunch box or rip¬ 
ping off an auto antenna), and physical intimidation. 

Not all employees are equally susceptible to group influ¬ 
ence. A study of salesmen found that the effectiveness of peer 
controls depended upon the individual identifying (in a refer¬ 
ence group sense) with the sales group (French, 1960). More¬ 
over, the more hostility and rejection directed at an individual 
salesman, the less likely he was to acquire identification. Thus, 
some pressure tactics groups employ to achieve compliance can 
be self-defeating. Even so, it is not uncommon for individuals 
who withstand the pressure of the group eventually to decide 
that the job situation is intolerable and quit, or request transfer. 

How do self-enacted groups exercise power in relation to 

1. It is, therefore, not surprising that the phenomenon of groups 
restricting output and otherwise limiting organizational demands has been 
most completely documented in blue-collar work settings. These organiza¬ 
tions, historically, have had the most well-developed control systems. Yet 
the phenomenon also is observed in white-collar organizations. In the 
Federal Aviation Administration, for example, informal groups of con¬ 
trollers developed norms that supported noncompliant behavior. In aca¬ 
demic settings, groups of students often develop norms about preparation 
and class participation. Even groups of faculty develop norms to limit re¬ 
sponsibilities in relation to both administrators and students. Similar phe¬ 
nomena have been observed among salespersons, professional staffs of con¬ 
sulting firms, police officers, and Internal Revenue Service agents. The 
protective functions of self-enacted groups are not observed only in blue- 
collar industries. 
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supervision ? Often the process can be characterized as “mutual 
boundary setting.” Since neither the group nor the supervisor 
can dictate to the other, there is implicit bargaining over limits. 
What worker behaviors not countenanced by the formal organi¬ 
zation will the supervisor actually tolerate? What supervisory 
behaviors will the group actually accept? The group and the su¬ 
pervisor tacitly agree that it is in their mutual interest to accom¬ 
modate each other within certain boundaries rather than for 
either to escalate the influence tactics available. 

Thus, self-enacted groups regulate behavior in ways that 
can be far more significant than the simple restriction of out¬ 
put. By actively redefining norms regarding such behaviors as 
attendance, effort, cooperation, production, and compliance 
with rules, a broad range of behavior can be controlled over an 
extended period of time. While the norms that emerge may not 
be exactly what management (the other party to the bargains 
that are struck) would have preferred, they provide a unique 
means for members to express their own views about what is 
fair and appropriate, and to have those views “count” in an 
otherwise management-dominated organization. 

Observers differ in their interpretations of how conscious¬ 
ly self-enacted groups exercise influence. Homans concluded 
that many of the group processes observed by Roethlisberger 
and Dickson in the Hawthorne studies were not conscious: 
4 ‘The protective functioning of the informal organization was 
not a product of deliberate planning. It was more the nature of 
an automatic response” (Homans, 1941, p. 86). In other stud¬ 
ies, and in our own observations, the leaders of these informal 
groups are often quite aware of the instrumental nature of the 
group and are conscious of the way they mobilize and utilize 
power. These leaders may or may not be able to formulate ex¬ 
plicitly the tacit bargain that has been struck with supervisors, 
but they certainly know when it is not being observed. 

Management Responses to Groups . We can identify four 
responses managers in control-oriented organizations have to 
self-enacted groups. Each represents one way for management 
to deal with the potential power of those groups to blunt or¬ 
ganizational control policies. 
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Thje first approach is to attempt to kill the group or to 
prevent it from forming in the first place. In one classic case 
study (Richards and Dobyns, 1957), a department manager 
tried to defeat a self-enacted group by controlling members’ 
breaks, forbidding conversations, and removing a physical bar¬ 
rier to make its internal behavior more observable. The man¬ 
ager succeeded in changing the manifest pattern of the group’s 
activities to his liking, but the net effect of the behavior change 
compromised the organization’s interests. Self-enacted groups 
appear to be a robust social forum, even when subjected to con¬ 
certed management opposition. 

In some cases, managements have been able to limit, if 
not prevent, group formation completely. Physical layouts and 
production processes that make talk difficult, high levels of 
turnover, and heterogeneous membership all retard the develop¬ 
ment of informal groups. In one case (Goode and Fowler, 
1949), management prevented group formation by employing 
a dozen or so employees, each of whom for one reason or an¬ 
other (such as physical handicap) needed a job “desperately” 
and therefore had a strong disincentive to resign. This cadre of 
individuals was controlled by management to set a fast work 
pace for others. The others were high-turnover personnel— 
either part-time workers, experienced workers on layoff else¬ 
where, or young newcomers to the labor market. The work 
force remained individualized and controlled. 

A second management approach to groups in control or¬ 
ganizations is to attempt to confine the group’s activities and 
influence to the social domain. As noted earlier, the social func¬ 
tions of groups are important to individual members. These 
functions are particularly salient in control organizations, where 
individuals often must deal with the numbing effects of subordi¬ 
nation, monotony, and work that is experienced as having little 
meaning. By neutralizing the negative side effects of control, so¬ 
cial groups can make the organization more tolerable for their 
members. Some managements capitalize on the social function 
of groups by sponsoring various group-oriented activities, such 
as bowling or softball leagues, hobby groups, and other off-hours 
activities. The hope, apparently, is that the social benefits of 
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groups, which accrue both to the organization and to individual 
employees, will be obtained—but in a way that obviates any in¬ 
clination members have to engage in work-focused group activi¬ 
ties, which would represent a threat to managers in a control- 
oriented organization. 

A third response can be called containment. In this strat¬ 
egy, management has acknowledged the reality of self-enacted 
groups with agendas to protect their members and give them 
voice. Managers conclude that the consequences of applying 
control measures to break up groups or deny them influence 
only serves to strengthen the allegiance of their members and to 
drain or divert organizational energy. Upper-level managers are 
generally aware that supervision must strike bargains with the 
self-enacted groups, and they appreciate that the bargains in¬ 
volve compromise of the organization’s official rules and effi¬ 
ciency standards. They do not know the nature or extent of 
these deals, however, and they are comfortable not knowing so 
long as production remains satisfactory. The containment strat¬ 
egy is undoubtedly the most common management response to 
groups in control organizations. 

The fourth response in control organizations is “benign 
neglect.” Like the containment approach, this involves a tacit 
exchange “agreement,” but with an important difference. Here 
the “bargain” involves performance that meets or exceeds the 
organization’s standards. The self-enacted group’s norms call for 
superior performance in quality, volume, and/or methods im¬ 
provement, but they also assume an absence of close external 
supervision. As the leader of one such group remarked, “They 
leave us alone and expect us to produce—and we do” (Lawrence 
and Seiler, 1965, p. 84). In this case, members punched the time 
clock for each other contrary to organizational rules, but the 
supervisor recognized that, overall, the group’s activity was bene¬ 
ficial to the organization. Sometimes a supervisor is fortunate 
enough to be “offered” such a bargain (tacitly, of course) by a 
subordinate group. More often, the group has been nurtured by 
a supervisor whose particular style is deviant from the control 
strategy of the organization. Appreciating the constructive out¬ 
comes of the bargain, senior managers look the other way. 
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These benign neglect groups do not always live happily 
ever after, however. Such groups often have gone sour, because 
inadvertent actions by higher management or new supervision 
disrupt the membership or weaken group autonomy. When the 
“agreement” with management is broken, members feel be¬ 
trayed and withhold standard performance. Because it already 
is a strong social unit, a “betrayed” group typically can respond 
vigorously and with discipline when members feel management 
has violated the implicit agreement. 2 

Groups in Commitment Strategy Organizations 

We turn now to organizations that seek to foster em¬ 
ployee commitment and self-management. The same questions 
discussed for groups in control strategy organizations will be 
examined, but with a difference. Whereas there is a substantial 
research literature upon which to draw for control organiza¬ 
tions, research on commitment organizations is in its relative 
infancy, and there are very few studies that specifically address 
groups in them. Therefore, our treatment will be more specula¬ 
tive in tone, and we will summarize sections by providing hy¬ 
potheses for further investigation rather than conclusions that 
summarize what is already known. 

Types of Groups. Work teams pervade commitment or¬ 
ganizations. In discussing such organizations writers often treat 
work designed for individuals and for teams as alternative op¬ 
tions, but in practice teams are the dominant organizational 
forum used to accomplish work. We know of no commitment 
organization that does not rely substantially on teams of one sort 
or another for getting the organization’s work done. The reasons 
for this state of affairs will become clear as we examine the social 
imperatives and incentives of commitment policies below. 

2. Two aspects of this last management response should be noted, 
because the benign neglect groups contrast with the formal task teams in 
commitment-oriented organizations discussed next. First, benign neglect 
groups develop despite a control-oriented culture and therefore represent 
a deviant subculture. Second, they represent a specific “agreement,” do 
not identify with the organization, and do not have a pro organization 
ideology. 
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What of self-enacted groups? They are scarcely mentioned 
in research and writing about commitment organizations. Are 
they as absent from these organizations as work teams are from 
control organizations? To the contrary: It appears that self- 
enacted groups are pervasive in such organizations and impor¬ 
tant to what happens there, although they play a very different 
role than they do in control organizations. 

Indeed, some planners of commitment organizations ac¬ 
tually count on task teams to elaborate their own internal struc¬ 
ture and extend the scope of group roles beyond the work it¬ 
self. The formal designs of task teams provide for certain group 
leadership functions and member roles, posit decision mecha¬ 
nisms that require negotiation among team members, and pro¬ 
vide a means for teams to exercise influence upward in the 
organization. But not everything can be planned and structured 
formally, and the emergence of additional leadership within 
teams, further differentiation of roles, additional forms of peer 
pressure, and so on appears to be critical in creating a high- 
commitment culture. In the healthy commitment organization, 
then, the boundaries between organizationally created and self- 
enacted group phenomena are blurred and difficult to sort out. 
This may present research dilemmas, but it is also a phenome¬ 
non of potentially great significance. 

Commitment Policies and Group Development. We will 
examine the functions served by task teams and informal 
groups in commitment organizations by analyzing them in rela¬ 
tion to the main features and policies of those organizations, as 
we did in discussing groups in control organizations. Each of us 
has been directly involved in a number of cases where plants 
have been started up in greenfield sites or new companies have 
been founded. We draw on these cases and on the accounts 
of other newly founded organizations (for example, Hackman, 
1984; Walton, 1980). To a lesser extent, we draw on our obser¬ 
vations of high-commitment organizations that are well estab- 
lished. We present our thoughts as hypotheses rather than find- 
ings, since the amount of trustworthy research evidence on 
groups in commitment organizations is, so far, quite limited. 

Work design and performance management. Overall, 
commitment organizations are structured and managed in ways 
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that emphasize the mutuality of interests between employees 
and employers, the managed and the managers. Profits and 
gains from improved productivity are shared; all members, not 
just managers, have means to, influence work-related decisions; 
there is relatively open information and two-way communica¬ 
tion about organizational policies and practices; and hierarchi¬ 
cal differences are minimized in ways that encourage all to feel 
that they are full members working together toward shared ob¬ 
jectives. 

Taken together, the impact of such policies is to bring 
the interests of employees and those of the organization into 
closer alignment than typically is observed in control organiza¬ 
tions. This sense of common mission influences the kinds of 
norms that develop: Task teams and other groups in commit¬ 
ment organizations tend to develop norms that (a) support high 
productivity and (b) foster rather than undermine the well¬ 
being of the enterprise as a whole. 

Regarding the work itself, the commitment strategy fa¬ 
vors the creation of whole (that is, beginning to end) pieces of 
work that challenge the skills of those who perform them. And 
performance management involves the greatest feasible level of 
self -management by those who carry out the work. When teams 
are used to perform work, larger tasks (requiring diverse knowl¬ 
edge and skill) can be created, self-management can be accom¬ 
plished through peer influence, and the fact that people are 
working together toward common ends is constantly reinforced. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that task teams often are used as 
the basic building block in commitment-oriented organizations. 

Typically, teams of from five to fifteen members are as¬ 
signed a set of interrelated tasks that comprise a meaningful 
segment of the overall work to be done. The team is asked to 
manage itself, within limits that depend upon the team’s devel¬ 
oped and demonstrated competence as a performing unit. The 
organization invests to build team competence in self-manage¬ 
ment skills through training, consulting, and coaching or model¬ 
ling provided by a supervisor (who is often called a team ad¬ 
viser). The interdependence among various organizational tasks 
and units is highlighted by management whenever possible, as is 
the importance of cooperation in pursuing common goals. 
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The prominence of work teams in commitment organiza¬ 
tions, and the considerable attention and nurturance they re¬ 
ceive, suggests a number of hypotheses about self-enacted 
groups in these organizations: 

Self-enacted groups in commitment organizations tend to 
have boundaries that coincide with (rather than cross) those of 
formal work units, include all (or nearly all) members of a given 
work unit, and form relatively quickly and remain relatively sta¬ 
ble over time, with little interference from management. 

Authority dynamics and compliance mechanisms . The 
commitment philosophy includes the ideal of direct participa¬ 
tion: Everyone should have a “say” about matters that affect 
him or her. Groups are a major vehicle for enacting this part of 
the philosophy. Task teams regularly are invited to consider 
problems and suggest solutions to higher levels of the organiza¬ 
tion, and when broader questions arise, cross-team task forces 
often are created to wrestle with them. Often self-enacted or 
task teams convene at their own initiative to consider some 
matter of concern to members, forwarding their ideas to a mem¬ 
ber of management. The manager is likely to be receptive to 
what the group has to say, since the effectiveness of a commit¬ 
ment organization depends heavily on both (a) the commit¬ 
ment, talent, and energy of its employees and (b) maintenance 
of members’ confidence in the competence and responsiveness 
of higher management. Thus, although individuals in commit¬ 
ment organizations are not wholly dependent on self-enacted 
groups or task teams to exercise influence upward, these groups 
provide powerful and legitimate vehicles for giving voice to 
employees. 

Because formal status differentials are de-emphasized 
(with authority based more on information and expertise than 
on position), we would expect that groups in commitment or¬ 
ganizations would have different internal structures than groups 
in control organizations. Indeed, in a study of two engineering 
groups, Barnes (1960) found that the informal pecking order 
among members was based less on demographic factors (and 
more on performance-related attributes of members) in the 
more “open” unit (which had some commitment-type policies) 
compared to the more “closed” unit (which had mostly control- 
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type policies). Given this finding, and the fact that teams in 
commitment organizations typically are formed to accomplish 
work that is challenging to individuals as well as important to 
the organization, we hypothesize the following: Status and in¬ 
fluence within task teams in commitment organizations are 
based more on task skills and expressed commitment than on 
personal qualities and demographic attributes, the reverse being 
true in self-enacted groups in control organizations. 

Group dynamics in commitment organizations also are 
affected by the fact that compliance is governed more by shared 
philosophy and values than by a fixed set of rules. Such values 
typically are stated at a fairly high level of abstraction (for 
example, 4 ‘Do what is right for the business and what is fair to 
people 59 ), which means that a way must be found to interpret 
the philosophical statement so it can be applied to concrete sit¬ 
uations. At times there may be no simple, integrative course of 
action that is fully in accord with the shared values—and a deci¬ 
sion must be made about what to give priority in particular in¬ 
stances. In commitment organizations these decisions often are 
made more or less autonomously by self-managing teams. For 
the above statement, the expectation would be that the team 
has internalized the organization’s goals and that it has a sense 
of what is fair to its members in the current circumstance. Its 
task, then, is to be as integrative as possible, and when no inte¬ 
grative solutions can be invented, to balance conflicting inter¬ 
ests. Thus, task teams in commitment organizations often play a 
major role in interpreting, integrating, and balancing the inter¬ 
ests of the organization and the needs of its own members. 

Managers may regard peer pressure as an unhappy fact of 
life in control organizations, but they need it and count on it in 
commitment organizations. Planners assume that organizational 
policies will succeed in eliciting the commitment of a large 
majority of employees, and thus they are confident that peer 
pressure will be aligned with organizational interests. Because 
the planners eschew formal rules and controls, they must rely 
upon individuals to internalize the values and peers to influence 
one another. Both task teams and (usually overlapping) self- 
enacted groups play a role in mobilizing peer pressure. Task 
teams may formally influence the individual member’s compen- 
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sation and mobility opportunities, while the self-enacted aspects 
of the same group can strongly affect the individual’s quality of 
work life on a daily basis. When peers have this much fate con¬ 
trol, their pressure is hard to resist. Thus, groups in commit¬ 
ment organizations exercise greater peer pressure than do 
groups in control organizations, and they influence their mem¬ 
bers more powerfully. 

Group Power and Management Responses. Whereas man¬ 
agement reactions to groups in control organizations range from 
“kill” to “benign neglect,” managers in commitment organiza¬ 
tions are out in the organization actively promoting and em¬ 
powering groups. As the discussion above should have made 
clear, groups are close to the heart of what managers are trying 
to create in high-commitment organizations. 

Yet there is an important caveat here, a qualification that 
can reveal the limits of management’s commitment to high com¬ 
mitment. When a group starts to function with a full head of 
steam, members feel both productive and powerful. They often 
develop an appetite for even more responsibility and especially 
for more “say” in the affairs of the organization. At some 
point, senior managers have to come to terms with the amount 
of voice and ownership they are prepared to share with others 
in the organization. At that time, it should be relatively easy 
to distinguish those managers who are fully committed to the 
high-commitment philosophy from those who view high-com- 
mitment policies mainly as a means to increase organizational 
performance or profitability. The former managers, we suspect, 
will be engaged with employees in discussions of ownership 
and organizational democracy; the latter managers will prob¬ 
ably be engaged in discussions with each other about how to 
contain the rising tide of employee expectations without losing 
the organizational benefits gained thus far. 

Groups Under Mixed and Changing Strategies 

As seen above, control policies presume that employee 
and employer interests are fundamentally divergent, whereas 
commitment policies assume that the interests of the two par¬ 
ties can be aligned with one another—or, if not, that they can 
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be balanced in a mutually satisfactory way. One can envision a 
continuum ranging from extreme control strategies on one end 
to extreme commitment strategies on the other. In some indus¬ 
tries, management policies and practices have clustered toward 
the control end of the continuum—and, because controls typi¬ 
cally beget more controls, the majority of these organizations 
are still there. A limited number of organizations (often in 
start-up situations or in response to new competitive challenges) 
have staked out strategies that cluster toward the commitment 
end. And a small but increasing number of organizations have 
begun to move away from the control end of the continuum 
and now have a “mixed” strategy. 

Mixed management strategies tend to produce mixed re¬ 
actions on the part of individuals and, hence, on the part of the 
groups they spawn. Mixed strategies increase the uncertainty 
about whether any emergent group phenomenon will be neu¬ 
tral, aligned with, or opposed to organizational interests. When 
management forms work teams, some of them probably will 
attend more to organizational work while others will focus 
more on members’ personal agendas. In an ambiguous organi¬ 
zational context, this choice of alignment will be influenced by 
the prior dispositions (derived from prior employment history 
or personality) of individual team members and their attitudes 
toward supervision. Because the alignment of groups is rela¬ 
tively unstable, they are susceptible to shifts in orientation 
based on how employees interpret new developments. Consider, 
for example, a mixed-strategy organization where many work 
teams had begun to develop strong proproduction norms. Man¬ 
agement reacted to a few instances in which individuals had 
abused a new privilege by reinstating some earlier restrictions. 
Because workers widely perceived this as a retreat from a tenta¬ 
tive commitment strategy, the reaction of many groups was to 
withdraw from the spontaneous problem-solving activity that 
had begun to produce dramatic cost savings. 

In view of the instability of the alignment of groups in 
mixed-strategy organizations, some managements have intro¬ 
duced work teams only in areas where conditions are relatively 
favorable for group alignment with organizational interests. 
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Other managements have reduced uncertainty in more funda¬ 
mental ways, by signaling that work teams will be part of a 
more comprehensive change toward commitment policies 
and by continuing to move in that direction. 

When there is an overall change from control to commit¬ 
ment, what role do groups play in the change process? How 
does management involve groups, and how do groups respond 
to management’s initiatives? The following thoughts are based 
partly on field observations and partly on inferences from 
other findings reported earlier. We offer them in a speculative 
spirit. 

It is instructive to review briefly what those who have 
studied transitional process have regarded as important. They 
note that the change from a control to a commitment strategy 
is a profound cultural change, involving alterations in values, 
attitudes, skills, and behavior patterns from the top of the or¬ 
ganization to the bottom. Therefore, we can appreciate that 
it takes concerted action, sustained commitment, and time to 
transform an organization and that the initiatives for change 
must include both substantive policy changes and symbolic 
acts. Supervisors, middle managers, traditional industrial rela¬ 
tions specialists, and union officials frequently feel threatened 
that a change will make their knowledge and skills obsolete. 
Therefore, we can appreciate that the change strategy should 
consider the potential opposition of these stakeholders and 
plan ways for them to “let go” of old functions and policies in 
order to acquire new ones. This perspective on the change pro¬ 
cess has within it the potential for groups either to impede or 
accelerate the transition from a control to a commitment strat¬ 
egy* 

Groups as Liability for Change. Existing informal groups 
(from the control-oriented period) can be viewed as stakehold¬ 
ers who may be just as threatened as supervisors and union offi¬ 
cials by the impending transformation of the organization—and 
therefore just as capable as they are of undermining the change 
process. 

It is reasonable to assume that a network of informal 
groups exists in a control-oriented organization, that they pro- 
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vide both social satisfaction and protection for their members, 
and that management has attempted to contain the extent of 
their influence. Now management announces that it intends to 
involve employees more in managing the work of the organiza¬ 
tion and increasingly to rely on commitment policies. How is an 
employee to know whether he or she should believe what upper 
management is saying? How is an employee to predict whether 
or not middle management and union officials actually can 
change to behave in accord with the newly espoused policies? 

Given our earlier analysis that groups play a central role 
in affecting individuals’ interpretations of organizational events 
and managerial actions generally, it is safe to predict that they 
will play such a role during the change process. Individuals’ atti¬ 
tudes (such as about how trustworthy management is) are like¬ 
ly to change only after possible new perceptions and feelings are 
tested within the group. And new behaviors are likely to appear 
and persist only when the group is prepared to provide norma¬ 
tive support for them. Thus, groups are likely to play a key 
mediating role in any significant cultural change in an organiza¬ 
tion. 

When one combines the two hypotheses sketched above 
—namely, that groups may have a vested interest in the status 
quo and that groups mediate change in individual perceptions 
and behavior—then it is reasonable to conclude that informal 
groups often will be a significantly conservative force in the 
change process. 

Groups as Asset for Change. When might groups acceler¬ 
ate rather than impede the change from control to commitment 
strategies? Consider a case when the majority of group members 
are prepared to give management the benefit of the doubt—per¬ 
haps because of a history of fair, above-board dealings with 
individual managers or because the vision of a commitment- 
style organization articulated by top managers has struck a 
hopeful chord in most members. In this case, individuals would 
find among their peers support for their own favorable inclina¬ 
tions, and the group would help leverage the majority view into 
a consensus. With the norms of the group now supporting the 
change, fence sitters and skeptics in the group would find their 
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own positions increasingly untenable, and the group could be¬ 
come a positive force for change. 

Many managers are aware of the positive potential of 
groups in the change process and often make tactical use of 
them in attempting to move the change along. One common de¬ 
vice is the temporary problem-solving team, which draws volun¬ 
teers from differing units (and therefore from different self- 
enacting groups). Members of such teams, partly because they 
are away from their home base, are relatively free to explore 
new ideas and to entertain different hypotheses about the in¬ 
tent of management and the prospects for constructive change. 
Moreover, because members of the team are volunteers, they 
may be more optimistic about change in the first place. Such 
temporary teams often generate norms and processes that sup¬ 
port the change effort and, at the same time, provide a second 
home base for members, making it easier for them to return to 
their original groups to discuss and explain the new ideas they 
have been considering. 

In sum, groups can either impede or facilitate change in 
mixed-strategy organizations, depending in part on the prior 
history of existing groups and the inclinations of their mem¬ 
bers and in part on the strategies change-oriented managers and 
consultants use in dealing with them. The creation of new, tem¬ 
porary teams and task forces as part of the change process ap¬ 
pears to have considerable promise as a device for helping an 
organization move from control policies (under which groups 
are an anathema) to commitment policies (under which groups 
are a critical ingredient for effectiveness). 

Summary of Functions and Effects of Groups 
in Organizations 

In our examination of groups in control, commitment, 
and mixed organizations we have identified five generic func¬ 
tions of groups in organizations: 

1. Social function. Humanizing the workplace for its mem¬ 
bers. 
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2. Interpretive function. Creating social reality for its mem¬ 
bers. 

3. Regulative function. Generating and enforcing norms that 
govern member behavior. 

4. Agency function. Voicing member concerns and influenc¬ 
ing other organizational entities. 

5. Task management function. Coordinating resources to per¬ 
form organizational assigned tasks. 

It is the ability of groups to perform these functions that gives 
them power with respect to both individual members and the 
organization. All five group functions can be observed in both 
control and commitment organizations, but their significance 
hinges on the organizational strategy pursued by management. 

In the control organization, the only function planned 
for—and then only some of the time—is the social function. The 
next three functions emerge to serve the individual but not the 
organization. Only occasionally does the fifth occur—by benign 
neglect. In the commitment organization, on the other hand, 
planners typically key in on the fifth function—task management 
—but all four other functions are regarded as organizationally 
legitimate and are often taken explicitly into account in plan¬ 
ning and management training. 

We can review and deepen our understanding of the con¬ 
trasting effects of control as opposed to commitment strategies 
by examining how they relate to each of the five group func¬ 
tions. 

Social Relations . Groups provide a setting in which indi¬ 
vidual needs for social relationships can be satisfied. These so¬ 
cial needs are universal and not readily set aside (Alderfer, 
1969). In both control and commitment organizations, positive 
social relations can make the workplace relatively more satisfy¬ 
ing for the individual. 

In the control organization, social support helps individ¬ 
uals cope with policies that tend to produce a sense of futility, 
powerlessness, and anomie. In the commitment organization, 
social support within groups helps individuals deal with the 
stress, responsibility, and challenge that pervade such enter- 
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prises and provides them with a secure base from which to ex¬ 
periment with new learnings. Both are important. First, in fast¬ 
growing, high-commitment organizations, there often is signifi¬ 
cant personal stress among members. Second, commitment 
organizations as such (particularly, but not exclusively, at start¬ 
up) require large amounts of high-quality learning by staff 
throughout the organization. 

The above contributions of groups to supportive relation¬ 
ships can benefit the individual and, in turn, the organization 
under both strategies. Group interaction patterns that chronical¬ 
ly reject or withhold support from members cause problems for 
both the individuals and their employing organizations. While 
this is true under both strategies, destructive patterns of group 
interaction are more likely to be detected and addressed under 
the commitment strategy. 

Interpretation of Reality. Groups create social reality (by 
their interpretations of “objective” reality and by constructing 
a new social reality), transmit it (making sure all members com¬ 
prehend “how things are here”), and provide a setting in which 
groups can firm up their self-perceptions by comparing their 
attitudes and behavior with those of others. These activities are 
critical, both for individuals and organizations, because “objec¬ 
tive” reality is usually difficult to determine in constantly 
changing social systems. 

Consider, for example, an action taken by management 
that affects how things are done in the workplace. Once the ac¬ 
tion is noted, all parties who might be affected by it seek to 
understand what it means. The manager who took the action 
may state what he or she intended by it. A union official may 
advance a different interpretation. Various individuals may have 
immediate interpretations, based on their own previous experi¬ 
ence (with that manager or with similar actions taken by others) 
or on their presumptive beliefs about what management is like¬ 
ly to be up to. 

All these sources of data about the meaning of the event 
are relevant, and all are incomplete. Inevitably, individuals turn 
to others in their work teams or informal groups for help in 
making sense of what is going on. And once a group interpreta- 
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tion has been established, members are quick to convey this 
meaning to others—thereby further strengthening the credence 
of the interpretation and making sure that others will not dis¬ 
rupt the social order by basing their behavior on some alterna¬ 
tive interpretation of the events. 

Although groups are involved in interpreting a great diver¬ 
sity of actions and events in the workplace, it appears that spe¬ 
cial attention is given to organizational expectations about what 
is (and is not) appropriate behavior at work, to determinations 
about what is fair and just, and to assessments of the intentions 
and competencies of management. It turns out that these mat¬ 
ters are close to the core of the difference between control- 
oriented and commitment-oriented organizations. 

In control organizations, for example, major organiza¬ 
tional policies (such as how work is designed, how authority is 
distributed, who has legitimate say about policy and decisions, 
and how status is conferred and symbolized) assume a conflict 
of interest between managers and rank-and-file organization 
members. It is not surprising, therefore, that the social reality 
created by groups in these organizations often includes a nega¬ 
tive assessment of the motives and capabilities of organizational 
managers. Such interpretations serve a defensive function for 
groups and their members, but usually at the expense of organi¬ 
zational objectives. 

In commitment organizations, policies send strong signals 
suggesting an alignment of interests between the organization 
and the individual. Often a published statement asserts the or¬ 
ganization’s commitment to participation, personal develop¬ 
ment, and human dignity, as well as to excellent performance 
and competitiveness in the marketplace. Such a philosophy of¬ 
fers a system of meanings that employees, by and large, want to 
believe and therefore will embrace if management’s commit¬ 
ment appears genuine and is sustained. In commitment organi¬ 
zations, then, groups provide a means to transmit and support 
core organizational values, to the benefit of both individuals 
and the organization. 

Internal Regulation. Groups develop and enforce norms 
for members’ behavior—and, indeed, can be exceedingly power- 
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ful in affecting what people do (in contrast to the previous 
function that deals with how people comprehend the world). 
By regulating the workplace behavior of their members, groups 
provide social control that is both efficient and powerful (Hack- 
man, 1976). It is efficient because the regulators and those 
being regulated are in frequent and close contact with one an¬ 
other and because groups have the capability of dealing respon¬ 
sively and in real time with special circumstances that may be 
affecting a member’s behavior. It is powerful because the poten¬ 
tial for approval and disapproval (or even rejection from the 
group) by one’s peers is, for most people, an exceedingly strong 
incentive for compliance. 

The main device used by groups to control member be¬ 
havior is the group norm, a structural feature of groups that 
specifies what behaviors are approved and what behaviors are 
disapproved in the group. Norms typically form to regulate be¬ 
haviors members deem important but for which no generally 
accepted formal rules or laws apply. They also provide a means 
for a group to enforce adherence to group standards that are at 
variance with formal rules and expectations (for example, ex¬ 
pected levels of output, or check-in times, or even dress codes). 

As we have seen, the content of group norms varies con¬ 
siderably between control and commitment organizations. In 
control organizations, the norms of self-enacted groups often 
run counter to management-specified rules and policies that 
members may view as unfair or oppressive. While the group re¬ 
quires its members to violate certain expectations of organiza¬ 
tional authorities, it also makes it relatively safe for them to do 
so. In commitment organizations, on the other hand, norms 
provide readily available, low-overhead, high-potency ways to 
direct the work behavior of individuals toward the achievement 
of common objectives. Self-regulation within teams means that 
fewer coordination links are needed and, moreover, a well- 
designed and well-managed team can influence individual behav¬ 
ior more effectively than most supervisors can. 

Agency and Voice. Groups provide a megaphone for am¬ 
plifying individual voice. It is, for obvious reasons, difficult for 
individuals (at least those who do not occupy positions of 
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prominence) to have their voices heard in large organizations. 
When most members of a group hold the same view of some 
matter, their collective voice can have greater impact than any 
individual can. When an expression of opinion is accompanied 
by group power—based, for example, on withholding coopera¬ 
tion—the group becomes an especially effective agency for rep¬ 
resenting the interests of its members. 

In the control organization, this function is celebrated by 
individuals who gain voice and opposed by managers whose or¬ 
ganizational authority is qualified. In contrast, providing people 
with a means to have “voice” is a crucial feature in high-com- 
mitment organizations. The idea of groups as agents is carried 
even further in some commitment organizations. The group not 
only represents members’ views to management but also repre¬ 
sents the needs and priorities of the organization as a whole. Be¬ 
cause individual and organizational interests are relatively well 
aligned and because group members understand local circum¬ 
stances, the group can be an efficient vehicle for seeking integra¬ 
tive solutions to organizational problems and for striking compro¬ 
mises between individual and collective needs, if that becomes 
necessary. By exercising this dual agency function, the group 
becomes something of an “honest broker,” attempting to deter¬ 
mine “what’s right for the business” and “what’s fair to the 
people.” 

Task Management . Groups provide a means for concerted, 
coordinated action to accomplish the work of the organization. 
Groups can accomplish certain kinds of tasks more efficiently 
and effectively than individuals can, even when managers have 
carefully choreographed and supervised individual behavior. 

In the control organization, managers do not utilize work 
teams for many reasons. Two are fundamental. First, given the 
design features and policies that produce adversarial relations, 
management usually does not trust groups to work without di¬ 
rect, external monitoring and supervision. Second, management 
seeks to avoid encouraging strong groups that could undermine 
organizational policies or managerial authority. Individual super¬ 
visors do, however, occasionally strike a bargain with a particu¬ 
lar self-enacted group to grant it some latitude in the way tasks 
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are organized and performed in return for reliable performance 
at satisfactory levels. 

As noted earlier, commitment organizations tend to rely 
heavily upon teams to accomplish the work of the enterprise 
and to do so with the maximum feasible group self-manage¬ 
ment. Yet difficult trade-offs remain between the exercise of 
managerial authority and group autonomy, both of which are 
ingredients of effective team performance (Hackman, forthcom¬ 
ing). While teams can develop over time from manager-led to 
self-managing to self-designing in commitment organizations, 
this progression has significant implications both for the distri¬ 
bution of authority in the organization and the evolution of 
managerial roles over time (Walton and Schlesinger, 1975). De¬ 
spite the prevalence of self-managing teams in commitment or¬ 
ganizations, a great deal remains to be learned about how to 
design and manage them well. 

Conclusion 

The broadest hypothesis proposed in this chapter is that 
group phenomena in organizations differ radically as a function 
of management strategy—specifically whether management poli¬ 
cies attempt to impose control or to elicit commitment. Our 
major conclusions about the kinds of group phenomena pro¬ 
duced by these two strategies are displayed in Table 5-1. 

Managers who pursue a control strategy do not use task 
groups, while those who use a commitment strategy make fre¬ 
quent and purposeful use of both semipermanent teams and 
temporary task forces. Individuals enact groups under both 
strategies, but with very different intent and effect. In control 
organizations, self-enacted groups attempt to protect the indi¬ 
vidual by defeating management control policies. They often 
hinder task performance and undermine core organizational 
values. In commitment organizations, where policies have al¬ 
ready attempted to align individual and organizational inter¬ 
ests, self-enacted groups tend to be extensions of the formal 
task teams—in spirit, form, and function. These groups tend to 
promote effective task performance and transmit core organiza- 
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Table 5-1. Observed Patterns of Groups Under Different 
Organizational Strategies. 



Control 

Strategy 

Commitment 

Strategy 

Organizationally 
Created Groups 

Management does not use 
task teams. 

Management makes fre¬ 
quent use of both tempo¬ 
rary and permanent task 
teams. Management dele¬ 
gates progressive amounts 
of authority and responsi¬ 
bility to teams, requests 
teams to exercise upward 
influence, and may allow 
teams latitude in deciding 
how to trade off individ¬ 
ual needs and organiza¬ 
tional requirements. 

Self-Enacted 

Groups 

Management tries to pre¬ 
vent or contain the for¬ 
mation of groups. 

Management expects and 
encourages the group to 
elaborate its roles, norms, 
and functions. 


Groups serve individual 
members* needs. 

The task team and the en¬ 
acted groups have merged 
interests and integrated 
norms and structures. 


Groups often hinder task 
performance and create 
deviant subcultures, con¬ 
stituting, in effect, a 
powerful foe of the or¬ 
ganization. 

The resulting group tends 
to become a powerful ally 
of the organization, pro¬ 
moting effective task per¬ 
formance and transmit¬ 
ting core organizational 
values. 


tional values. In brief, the self-enacted group is an organiza¬ 
tional foe under the control strategy and an ally under the com¬ 
mitment strategy. Not surprisingly, management tries to prevent 
or contain the self-enacted group in the first case and to encour¬ 
age it in the second. 

In mixed-strategy organizations, the alignments of formal 
and informal groups are difficult to predict and tend to be un¬ 
stable. In the transitional phase from control to commitment, 
management often makes tactical use of task groups—such as 
participative problem-solving groups and temporary discussion 
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groups. These new groups permit their members to consider 
new organizational possibilities in a context other than the 
groups they belong to (groups that members formed originally 
in response to control policies). Such established self-enacted 
groups are hypothesized to have conservative tendencies (simi¬ 
lar to the conservative inclinations of other stakeholders whose 
role or status may be threatened by the transition from control 
to commitment). 

There is a general trend in the United States toward com¬ 
mitment-oriented organizational strategies. One implication of 
this chapter is that the organizations involved in this trend will 
increasingly employ task teams either as a basic building block 
of the organization or as a major mechanism for accomplishing 
nonroutine work. Another implication is that if commitment 
strategies are effective in these organizations, the preexisting set 
of self-enacted groups will also dissolve and be replaced by 
other groups aligned structurally and normatively with the for¬ 
mal work organization. 

There is a minority countertrend toward control in the 
management orientation in some professional service organiza¬ 
tions and in some industrial organizations precipitated by basic 
changes in either the terms of employment or in the nature of 
the organization’s task. We forecast that these organizations will 
rely progressively less on groups to accomplish work and that 
group phenomena will become increasingly problematic for 
management. 

Students of groups should be able to find interesting 
questions to investigate in these organizational trends. And 
managers who appreciate the patterns hypothesized in this 
chapter should be better able to utilize groups in ways that 
serve both individual members’ needs and organizational objec¬ 
tives. 
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Intergroup Relations 
in Organizations 


Jeanne M. Brett 
Jorn Kjell Rognes 


In investigating intergroup relations in organizations, we assume 
that groups are the basic structural building blocks of organiza¬ 
tions and that relations between groups in organizations must 
be managed. We want to know why some intergroup relations 
are more difficult to manage than others, how to distinguish 
well-managed intergroup interfaces from those that are poorly 
managed, and what factors lead to effectiveness. 

We have drawn on a diverse literature in investigating 
these questions, including microtheory that focuses on the en¬ 
actment of organizational roles, macrotheory that focuses on 
the internal structures of organizations, and organization-envi¬ 
ronmental theory that focuses on transactions between organi¬ 
zations. The conceptual framework for research on organizations 
developed in this chapter recognizes the interplay between these 
three types of theory. 

Our framework assumes that the study of intergroup rela¬ 
tions within organizations is important and that the appropriate 
conceptual approach is an integrative one. These are not idle as¬ 
sumptions. The importance of lateral relations within and be¬ 
tween organizations has increased in recent years (Kochan and 
Bazerman, 1986). Organizations are becoming larger and asso¬ 
ciated with that growth is increased specialization of groups 
within organizations (Mintzberg, 1979). Another factor contrib- 
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uting to the specialization of organizational groups is increased 
complexity in the environment and in technology. A result of 
this increased specialization is that tasks requiring intensive co¬ 
ordination cannot be grouped into a single functional unit 
(McCann and Galbraith, 1981). 

Lateral relations between organizations are also increas¬ 
ing in importance. There has been substantial growth in the 
long-term contractual relations between different organizations, 
for example, in partly integrated distribution channels (Stern 
and El-Ansary, 1977), in contractual relations in the construc¬ 
tion industry (Stinchcombe, 1983), and in the international ex¬ 
pansion of the service sector (Kochan and Bazerman, 1986). 
The recent surge of mergers and acquisitions has, in many cases, 
transformed lateral relations between organizations into lateral 
relations within organizations. 

The increasing importance of lateral relations within or¬ 
ganizations has spawned a plethora of structural forms-matrices, 
task forces, teams, and so on—that fall between the ideal types 
that have preoccupied management scholars (that is, bureauc¬ 
racy) and economists (competitive markets). In hierarchical, 
bureaucratic systems, conflict is resolved by the dictates of the 
superior. In the competitive market, conflict can be resolved 
(dissolved) by changing transaction partners. But when groups, 
whether inside the same organization or in different organiza¬ 
tions, have to engage in long-term, lateral relations, conflict 
management becomes problematic. Authority, responsibility, 
and appropriate behavior are unclear (Brown, 1983). Unlike 
hierarchical relations, there are often no norms about group 
interaction when conflict breaks out. Furthermore, managers 
leading such groups and representing them in dealings with each 
other are seldom selected for their negotiation skills and may 
not have had an opportunity to learn such skills. Probably the 
most important factor, however, is that they are not rewarded 
for the development and maintenance of cooperative lateral 
relations. Many managers holding key lateral positions talk 
about lateral relations in terms of problems, not conflict, and 
fail to recognize that what they are doing to manage those rela¬ 
tions is negotiating. 

While this chapter focuses on lateral relations within, not 
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between, organizations, there is much to be gained conceptually 
from recognizing the interplay between levels of theory. The 
issue of the effective management of transactions between units 
is central to both intra- and interorganizational relations. The 
problems of enactment are the same. 

This chapter is organized as follows: First intergroup rela¬ 
tions are defined and the characteristics of intergroup relations 
are identified. Second, criteria for effective intergroup relations 
are presented. Third, propositions about the effectiveness of 
various techniques of managing intergroup relations are devel¬ 
oped. 


Intergroup Relations in Organizations 

In order to understand what an intergroup relationship 
within an organization is, we have to be able to know one when 
we see one. This entails being able to identify a group and a 
relationship and to determine whether the relationship is be¬ 
tween groups in the same organization or between groups in dif¬ 
ferent organizations. The first and last issues having to do with 
the definition of a group and an organization are relatively easy 
compared to the issue of defining a relationship. 

An organizational group is a set of individuals who per¬ 
ceive themselves and whom nonmembers perceive as constitut¬ 
ing an identifiable social aggregate within the organization. The 
group may be a small, primary work group, a task force whose 
members are formally assigned to a variety of different func¬ 
tional areas, or a huge functional department like marketing, 
production or accounting. The only definitional requirement is 
that members and nonmembers recognize the group as a distin¬ 
guishable social aggregate that exists within the boundaries of 
the organization. 

In most cases, organizational groups can be further dis¬ 
tinguished in terms of specific work tasks and the technologies, 
goals and values associated with them. If each group were pro¬ 
ducing its own product or service, there might be little need for 
significant intergroup coordination. In most cases, however, 
identifiable groups in organizations are producing only a spe- 


Intergroup Relations in Organizations 


205 


cialized segment of the organization’s product or service. Coor¬ 
dination between such groups is a necessity. Even organizations 
whose groups have traditionally provided distinct services—for 
example, banks with their separate areas controlling loans, 
transfer of funds, and investment—are requiring significant 
intergroup coordination in order to provide full service to cus¬ 
tomers in an increasingly competitive environment. 

An intergroup relationship within an organization is a co¬ 
ordinated link or bridge between two distinct organizational 
groups. The link or bridge is necessary because each group needs 
resources from the other group in order to complete its own 
task (Aiken and Hage, 1968). On an automobile production 
line, the trim department (group) needs to receive painted 
chassis from the paint department. If something goes wrong in 
paint, trim waits; it cannot put chrome on unpainted chassis 
even if they did come down the line. Likewise, if something 
goes wrong in trim, paint waits, for it has no other outlet for its 
product. 

Power-Dependency Relationships. Theoretically, an inter¬ 
group relationship is a power-dependency relationship (Emer¬ 
son, 1962). Each group is dependent on the other for resources. 
The degree of dependency is a function of the availability from 
other groups of the resources being exchanged and the value of 
the resources to each group. In our example, paint and trim are 
highly interdependent and the dependency is symmetric. Paint 
has no other place but trim to send chassis, and moving chassis 
through the paint shop is a major element of the paint group’s 
performance evaluation. Trim has no other source of painted 
chassis and, like the paint group, is evaluated on how many cars 
are trimmed per shift. 

Some intergroup relations are based on asymmetric de¬ 
pendencies. For example, marketing and manufacturing depart¬ 
ments depend on each other to produce the market for the 
product and to produce the product for the market. But a mar¬ 
keting department that has top management approval to contract 
out production when a particular campaign generates demand in 
excess of manufacturing’s capacity is less dependent on manu¬ 
facturing than manufacturing is on marketing. Such asymmetries 
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in dependence imply differences in power between the two de¬ 
partments. 

Power, according to Emerson’s theory (1962), is a func¬ 
tion of dependency. A group is powerful when the resource it 
provides is needed and scarce. A group is weak when the re¬ 
source it provides is abundant and/or not very important to the 
other party. In an asymmetric power relationship, the more 
powerful party is able to get more from the exchange because 
the weaker party is willing to give more to maintain the rela¬ 
tionship. In our example about marketing and manufacturing, 
manufacturing should be more willing to acquiesce to market¬ 
ing’s requests than vice versa because its alternatives are not as 
good as marketing’s alternatives. 

The example points out several other characteristics of 
power. First, strategic resources—that is, resources from which a 
party can derive power—are not limited to materials. Market¬ 
ing’s power in regard to manufacturing is embedded in its exper¬ 
tise and information. Marketing, through its prediction capac¬ 
ity, can smooth market demand for manufacturing that cannot 
respond quickly to changes in the market. Other resources that 
may be a source of power include financial and human re¬ 
sources, expertise and technology. For example, in the classic 
matrix design integrating functional departments and projects, 
the power of the functional department heads rests on their 
control of human and technological resources. The power of the 
project team directors rests in their financial resources. 

A second important characteristic of power is that al¬ 
though it is situationally based, it is a psychological construct. 
The utility of marketing’s power depends on manufacturing’s 
perception of its dependence on marketing. Manufacturing is 
going to act on the basis of its own perceptions. Furthermore, 
manufacturing’s own perceptions of its dependence may be at 
variance with marketing’s perceptions of manufacturing’s de¬ 
pendence. We propose that in a dyadic relationship perceived 
power has four elements: 




Party A’s perception of own power 
Party A’s perception of B’s power 
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• Party B’s perception of own power 

• Party B’s perception of A’s power 

The empirical research on situational power (Rubin and Brown, 
1975; Bacharach and Lawler, 1981; Greenhalgh, Neslin, and Gil- 
key, 1985) conceptualizes power as a psychological construct 
but, with the exception of the Greenhalgh, Neslin, and Gilkey 
study, treats power as a situational variable for analytic pur¬ 
poses. Results show that in the laboratory, parties with high sit¬ 
uational power use it and get higher outcomes (Rubin and 
Brown, 1975). Greenhalgh, Neslin, and Gilkey (1985) take this 
research one step further by showing that own perceived power 
is indirectly related to outcome. We propose that perceptions of 
others’ power may also have a significant impact on a nego¬ 
tiated outcome. So, going back to our marketing and manufac¬ 
turing example, manufacturing’s perception of its own power 
may affect the negotiation, but so may marketing’s perception 
of manufacturing’s power. 

We offer a third characteristic of power as a proposition. 
We propose that power relationships between groups in organi¬ 
zations are stable at least in the short term. There are two rea¬ 
sons why. First, in an organization each group usually has a 
monopoly on its task. Structural change to break that monop¬ 
oly either from within the organization or through contracting 
out is likely to require top management approval. Such change 
will not occur swiftly. Second, while we concede that in a 
dyadic relationship within an organization control over re¬ 
sources and the values attached to them varies between parties 
across issues, we note that power is a perception and thus it car¬ 
ries all the biased baggage of any other perception. In particular, 
we suspect a large halo effect across issues such that power dis¬ 
tinctions between issues tend to blur. We propose that percep¬ 
tions of power based on accumulated experience across a range 
of interface issues define stable social influence relationships be¬ 
tween groups. 

Over time, of course, changes will occur in power-depen¬ 
dency relationships between groups. These changes will be func¬ 
tions of changes in each group’s environment that make its re- 
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sources less valued or less scarce to the other group. For exam¬ 
ple, the power of groups within organizations that offer central¬ 
ized computing facilities to other organizational groups has 
diminished significantly with the widespread availability of 
powerful personal computers. 

Intergroup Transactions. An intergroup transaction oc¬ 
curs “whenever individuals belonging to one group interact col¬ 
lectively or individually with another group or its members in 
terms of their group identification” (Sherif, 1966, p. 9). Most 
intergroup transactions occur between representatives of groups 
acting in the interests of their groups, not of themselves. Thus, an 
intergroup transaction is not the same as an interpersonal trans¬ 
action. What the representatives “get personally from the en¬ 
counter is not strictly germane to the question of what they 
have secured for those persons whom they represent” (Stephen¬ 
son, 1981, p. 177). 

In theory, any member of a group is an equally viable 
representative of the group’s interests. In practice, group mem¬ 
bers frequently do not have homogeneous values and interests 
and are therefore not fully interchangeable in the role of group 
representative. Two factors serve to reduce variability in repre¬ 
sentative behavior. First, the role of group representative carries 
with it strong expectations about appropriate role enactment. 
These expectations are shared by the role incumbent, group 
members, and members and representatives of the other group. 
So even when group representatives are representing their own 
interests and not the group’s, the other group’s representatives 
believe they are representing the group. The reward contingen¬ 
cies are such that they are better off representing their group, 
not themselves, for they are ultimately accountable to their 
group. Groups that elect or select their own leaders remove 
leaders whom group members perceive to have negotiated an 
intergroup relationship that violates the group’s interests (Bok 
and Dunlop, 1970). In organizations, intergroup representatives 
often also hold roles of hierarchical authority within their own 
groups (for example, unit manager). They are not typically ac¬ 
countable to their groups for their jobs, but they are highly 
dependent on group members to implement the intergroup rela- 
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tionship. Group representatives with hierarchical authority are 
ultimately evaluated based on the effectiveness of their groups. 
A group that fails to implement an intergroup transaction nego¬ 
tiated by its representatives makes the representatives look bad 
to higher management. 

The justification for theory at the intergroup level rather 
than the interpersonal level is the fact that group representatives 
act on behalf of the “group,” not themselves. The reason for 
the representatives’ interaction is an interface issue that exists at 
the group, not the individual, level. 

Interface Issues. There are three types of interface issues: 
conflict, constraints, and interdependent action (Dale, 1981). In 
this chapter we are primarily interested in intergroup conflict 
and its management. Constraints and interdependent action are 
outcomes of the management of intergroup conflict. Constraints 
refer to limits placed on a group. For example, marketing could 
agree to suspend advertising for a product with which manufac¬ 
turing was having quality control problems. Interdependent ac¬ 
tion refers to coordinated action between two groups. In our 
assembly line example, the speed of the line is a coordinated ac¬ 
tion; if paint moves chassis at the rate of sixty per hour but trim 
can move them only at the rate of fifty per hour, coordinated 
action will break down and conflict erupt. One solution, a con¬ 
straint on intragroup action, might be for paint to slow down. 

Intergroup conflict occurs when two groups linked in a 
power-dependency relationship disagree about one or more as¬ 
pects of the terms of that relationship. Conflict is endemic to 
groups in organizations. The products or services of all but the 
smallest organizations are the result of coordinated action of 
functionally differentiated groups. Since each group performs 
only a monopolistic set of tasks, transfer of resources among 
groups is a critical part of organizational functioning. Coordina¬ 
tion between groups is exacerbated by the fact that differen¬ 
tiated groups vary not just with respect to task but also in terms 
of technology, goal and time orientation, reward systems, and 
member characteristics (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967; March and 
Simon, 1958). The very elements that support differentiation 
between groups inhibit integration because they cause interde- 
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pendent groups to take positions on interface issues that maxi¬ 
mize their own parochial interests. 

While the fundamental causes of intergroup conflict are 
interdependence and differentiation, the intensity of conflict 
between groups is partly a function of scarce resources. If one 
group has excess resources (slack), it can develop excess capac¬ 
ity and thereby buffer its relationships with other groups and 
reduce intergroup conflict. When slack is not an option, lateral 
relationships between interdependent groups are likely to be 
conflictive. U.S. firms, reducing slack under pressures of de¬ 
regulation and foreign competition, are learning that they have 
to improve coordination between groups within organizations as 
well as with suppliers. Interestingly, firms are beginning to rec¬ 
ognize that one way to improve intergroup relations is to im¬ 
prove managers’ negotiating skills. 

While the causes of conflict are structural, the actual 
management of conflict takes place between individuals repre¬ 
senting the groups. The process by which group representatives 
determine new terms and conditions of their exchange relation¬ 
ship is negotiation or bargaining (these terms are used inter¬ 
changeably). Negotiation is an intergroup (or interpersonal) 
decision-making process under conditions of dependence and 
conflicting interests. Dependence needs no further definition at 
this point; conflicting interests do. An interest is the reason why 
a group (party) wants an exchange structured in a particular 
fashion. For example, manufacturing has two major related in¬ 
terests: labor costs and long production runs. Marketing, in con¬ 
trast, is interested in a quick response to changes in the market 
environment. Both groups want to sell the product. So while 
marketing and manufacturing share an important interest, 
manufacturing’s interest in long production runs and market¬ 
ing’s interest in quick responses are in conflict. This conflict will 
surface from time to time (depending on the dynamism of the 
market environment). The process by which the conflict is man¬ 
aged is negotiation. Note that the conflict is not resolved by the 
negotiation. Conflicting interests are structurally based and do 
not disappear when an issue has been successfully negotiated. 
Conflicting interests are simply subordinated to the joint gain of 
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coordinated action (or intragroup constraints), at least until the 
environment changes and the coordinated action (or intra¬ 
group constraints) no longer is more valuable than the parochial 
interests of at least one of the parties. 

Summary. This section provides the conceptual defini¬ 
tions and theoretical basis for the propositions about the effec¬ 
tiveness of various techniques of managing intergroup relations 
in organizations. The main points are as follows: 

• A group is an identifiable social aggregate within an organi¬ 
zation. 

• An intergroup relationship is a coordinated action between 
two groups that exchange resources. 

• Power is a function of dependency. 

• Power is a psychological construct. 

• Power relationships are stable, at least in the short term. 

• An intergroup theory is necessary because while groups in¬ 
teract through individual representatives, the representatives 
present their group’s interests, not their own, on interface 
issues that exist at the group level, not the individual level. 

« Intergroup conflict occurs because interdependent groups 
have differentiated parochial interests that are stable only so 
long as each group’s environment is stable. 

• Scarce resources exacerbate intergroup conflict. 

• Negotiation (or bargaining) is the process by which groups 
determine the terms and conditions oftheir e^ rela¬ 
tionships. 


Effectiveness of Intergroup Relations 

In order to develop propositions about the effectiveness 
of various techniques of managing intergroup relations in organ¬ 
izations, we must develop criteria of effectiveness that are 
meaningful at the intergroup level of conceptualization. The in¬ 
tergroup effectiveness criteria must be conceptually the product 
of an intergroup exchange; they must be capable of character¬ 
izing the intergroup relationship over time, and they must pro¬ 
vide an index of the quality of the exchange. 
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We found the literature evaluating alternative modes of 
dispute resolution to be a better source for ideas about inter¬ 
group effectiveness criteria than either the group or organiza¬ 
tional effectiveness literature. This is because dispute resolution 
studies focus on the results of a dyadic exchange, whereas the 
group and organizational effectiveness studies focus on a single 
entity acting in its environment. A good example of the latter 
type of evaluation study, which would have benefited from 
knowledge of the former type of study, is Gladstein (1984). 
Gladstein was studying group effectiveness. Her dependent vari¬ 
able, however, was the result of an intergroup transaction rather 
than an intragroup process. It is not surprising, then, that intra¬ 
group variables did not predict sales, but market factors did. 

In the alternative dispute resolution evaluation studies— 
for example, Brett and Goldberg’s (1983) study of grievance 
mediation and Pearson’s (1982) study of the mediation of child 
custody disputes—researchers have focused on the cost of the 
process, the endurance of the settlements, and participants’ 
evaluations of the process (procedural justice) and the outcomes 
(distributive justice). We have focused on the first two of these 
criteria. We believe that in organizations, agreements that are 
perceived by the implementors to be unjust on either procedural 
or distributive grounds will not endure. This is a testable propo¬ 
sition. If it is true, then justice issues need not be formally in¬ 
cluded in our conceptualization of intergroup effectiveness. By 
not including justice in our definitions, we do not mean to deni¬ 
grate their importance in research on intergroup relations and 
negotiations. Indeed, we draw heavily on the procedural justice 
research in developing propositions about the effectiveness of 
various techniques for managing intergroup relations. 

We propose that the effectiveness of an intergroup rela¬ 
tion can be evaluated in terms of efficiency and quality. Effi¬ 
ciency refers to the management costs associated with trans¬ 
forming an intergroup conflict into actions agreed upon by the 
groups. Those actions include constraints on intragroup activi¬ 
ties and/or coordinated intergroup activities. Manpower costs 
associated with developing the transaction terms are part of 
the efficiency criterion. Management costs associated with im- 
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plementing an exchange either in terms of constraints or coordi¬ 
nated action are not part of the efficiency criterion. Quality 
refers to the degree to which the intergroup negotiation results 
in a well-defined exchange agreement that endures until changes 
in relevant environmental factors make the exchange agreement 
obsolete. 

Our concept of effectiveness is related to, but not syn¬ 
onymous with, Williamson’s concept of transaction costs. Trans¬ 
action costs are incurred, according to Williamson (1975), when 
at least one of the parties in an interdependent exchange rela¬ 
tionship pursues its own interests rather than maximizing the 
two parties’ joint benefits. Transaction costs can take two 
forms: Costs are incurred when parties engage in needless hag¬ 
gling over the terms of the transaction and/or when the terms of 
the transaction are advantageous to one party but suboptimal 
for the relationship as a whole (Williamson, 1979). 

We propose that at the intergroup level of conceptualiza¬ 
tion, transaction costs have two elements: efficiency and qual¬ 
ity. Our efficiency criterion refers to costs associated with the 
establishment of transaction terms; that is, the manpower and 
resources expended during the intergroup negotiations. A major 
challenge associated with operationalizing our efficiency cri¬ 
terion is to be able to distinguish between the costs of negotiat¬ 
ing the transaction terms and the costs of implementing them 
in terms of coordinated action or intragroup constraints. Our 
quality criterion refers to the nature of the negotiated transac¬ 
tion terms. We propose that transaction costs are incurred when 
transaction terms are renegotiated even though no relevant envi¬ 
ronmental factor has changed. 

Why do negotiators reopen agreements? We doubt they 
do so because they have been to a negotiations training work¬ 
shop and now believe they can better the other party. We doubt 
they do so because they think they have more power. (Recall we 
proposed that the power distribution between two parties or 
groups is stable in the short term.) We expect negotiators re¬ 
open negotiations after a settlement because the settlement was 
poor, either because it was incomplete or ill defined. A com¬ 
plete, well-defined settlement is one that covers all aspects of 
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the interface issue. Procedures, responsibilities, tolerances, and 
timing are all specified so that new issues, which require new 
negotiation, do not arise during implementation. Despite the 
arguments by some theorists of the utility of ambiguity in get¬ 
ting agreement among groups with conflicting interests (Weick, 
1969, 1979), we believe that exchanges defined in ambiguous 
terms will quickly break down because of unmet expectations. 
The result is increased transaction costs as the details of the 
intragroup constraints or the coordinated action are worked 
out. 

We do not expect parties to achieve complete, well- 
defined settlements in all situations. Bounded rationality will 
often inhibit completeness and it may not be possible to estab¬ 
lish terms for all possible contingencies. There may also be occa¬ 
sions when parties wish to come to agreement in principle 
and work out the details of the exchange as the relationship de¬ 
velops. If a complete, well-defined settlement is not worked 
out, effectiveness is a question of the parties’ abilities to read¬ 
just settlements, when needed, without incurring excessive man¬ 
agement costs. 

We recognize that there will be occasions when negotia¬ 
tions need to be reopened or extended. We are primarily con¬ 
cerned, however, with negotiations that result in ill-conceived 
settlements due to the parties’ failure to make an explicit 
agreement on one or more of the known intergroup issues. 

Efficiency and quality are separate constructs. Intragroup 
constraints or coordinated actions that endure justify significant 
costs in the negotiation phase, though enduring settlements are 
not necessarily the result of significant negotiation expenses. 
High-quality solutions justify high development costs; low-qual¬ 
ity solutions do not. Thus, we propose that, controlling for the 
rate of environmental change, intergroup relations that incur 
low negotiation costs relative to their endurance are effective 
intergroup relations. 

The rate of environmental change is an important factor 
in this criterion. Groups in organizations that face dynamic en¬ 
vironments will have to negotiate more frequently and their 
solutions will be less enduring than those of groups in organiza- 
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tions that face stable environments. Thus, it is essential that the 
rate of environmental change be considered when evaluating the 
effectiveness of an intergroup relationship. Groups that nego¬ 
tiate more frequently than the rate of change in their environ¬ 
ment are ineffective by our conceptualization and incur transac¬ 
tion costs, according to Williamson (1979). 

The rate of environmental change, however, may be 
much more rapid for one of the groups in the relationship than 
the other. When there is substantial disparity between groups in 
the rate of environmental change, we expect the normal rate of 
negotiation to fall somewhere between the rate expected if both 
groups were in dynamic environments and the rate expected if 
both groups were in stable environments. 

We recognize that Williamson’s transaction costs concept 
has been difficult to operationalize for interorganizational rela¬ 
tions. We know that operationalization of our conceptualization 
of transaction costs at the intergroup level will be difficult, if 
only because there are sometimes no price mechanisms for 
intraorganizational exchanges. But, as Jennergren (1979) points 
out, transfer prices can be estimated for exchanges between or¬ 
ganizational subunits. Furthermore, it is not uncommon that 
profit centers are charged for use of centralized staff functions 
(for example, computer services). In principle, prices can be put 
on the exchange of resources within organizations. 

Assuming that intergroup transaction costs can be esti¬ 
mated, we can then compare transaction costs across different 
interfaces. Then, controlling for interdependence and rate of 
environmental change, we can begin to test causal models of 
intergroup effectiveness. 

Our conceptualization of transaction costs provides sig¬ 
nificantly more precision than Williamson’s ecologically ori¬ 
ented framework. From the ecological perspective, intergroup 
relations that persist over time must be effective. Otherwise, the 
groups would decouple or be integrated into one unit. While the 
ecological perspective may be quite useful in showing how 
groups couple and decouple in response to environmental 
changes over the long term, it provides no insight into the 
causes of variation in effectiveness across intergroup dyads in 
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the relatively short term. Since many intergroup relations are sta¬ 
ble for relatively long periods of time, it becomes important to 
study the utility of different ways to manage the interfaces. Our 
operationalization of the transaction costs concept makes such 
research possible. 

To summarize, we have defined in this section the effec¬ 
tiveness of intergroup relations in terms of transaction costs. We 
proposed the following: 

• A transaction is of high quality when the negotiated ex¬ 
change agreement endures until changes in relevant environ¬ 
mental factors make it obsolete. 

• Groups in dynamic environments will have to negotiate more 
frequently than groups in stable environments, and their ex¬ 
changes will be less enduring. 

• Assuming that such transaction costs can be measured, then, 
controlling for environmental change and dependency, it is 
possible to test causal models of intergroup effectiveness. 

Techniques for Managing Intergroup Relations 

The major technique for managing conflict between 
groups in organizations is to dissolve the relationship either by 
changing the organizational structure, hence redefining inter¬ 
group relations (McCann and Galbraith, 1981), or by transfer¬ 
ring key people (Brett, 1984). Kolb (1986) presents a particu¬ 
larly rich description of how a division manager, familiarly 
known as “Reorganize it Rogers,” manages a classic conflict 
between planning and operational units. Rogers attributes con¬ 
flict to personalities and individual styles of the managers in¬ 
volved. He says to Kolb: “Did you ever meet such a cast of 
characters? I can’t get them to do anything I want. I’ve tried.” 
Kolb continues: 

The fact that meetings are acrimonious, that 
individuals complain to him, that the “chemistry” 
seems poor, that he has to order people to attend 
meetings and do tasks suggests to him that this is 
an interpersonal conflict. These are the facts that 
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he attends to and tries to remedy. He deals with 
conflicts episodically as they surface. When com¬ 
plaints about what somebody is doing or not doing 
reach his ears (and they do frequently), he reshuf¬ 
fles. He moves people and responsibilities around 
so that they will have less occasion to interact and, 
hence, disagree with each other [footnote omitted]. 
Indeed, behind his back they call him “Reorganize 
it Rogers.” Every few weeks or so, somebody’s 
position on the organization chart has changed. 

The irony of this label is, of course, that his actions 
actually preserve the structure—the matrix relation¬ 
ship of planning and operations—only people are 
moved around [Kolb, 1986, p. 25]. 

Rogers’s responses reflect the two different approaches to 
conflict management in organizational theory and organiza¬ 
tional psychology. The former views the inability to manage 
conflict as a structural problem; the latter, as a personality 
problem. If, according to Rogers, people were less rigid and 
more flexible, problems between managers would not occur. 
Note that Rogers fails to recognize that his managers’ “prob¬ 
lems” are conflict associated with their matrix roles. 

The view of intergroup relations developed in this chapter 
is consistent with the organizational theory view that conflict 
has structural causes. However, we do not believe that struc¬ 
tural change is a sufficient condition for managing intergroup 
conflict. Organizational structures merely determine group 
interdependencies. The interaction occurs between people. We 
propose that people’s skills in managing intergroup relations, 
though not their personalities (Greenhalgh, Neslin, and Gilkey, 
1985), make a significant contribution to the effectiveness of 
any particular structural configuration. Furthermore, we pro¬ 
pose that negotiation skills can, to some extent, compensate for 
structure. In this section we discuss various structural tech¬ 
niques for managing intergroup conflict and propose the type 
of skills necessary to manage intergroup relations effectively in 
each. 

Hierarchy and Negotiations. In organizational theory, in- 
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tergroup relationships have traditionally been controlled by 
hierarchy and legitimate authority (McCann and Galbraith, 
1981). Conflict between groups is managed by appealing to a 
common superior. Hierarchy, however, has important shortcom¬ 
ings as a conflict management device. Hierarchy becomes over¬ 
loaded in dynamic environments when spans of control are too 
broad or when decision making is centralized with top manage¬ 
ment (McCann and Galbraith, 1981). The effect of an over¬ 
loaded hierarchy is slow response to situations that require 
quick decisions. The other problem with hierarchy is poor- 
quality decisions about the terms of an intergroup exchange 
setting up intragroup constraints or coordinated action. There 
are several reasons why hierarchical decisions may be poor. 
First, hierarchical leaders may be cognizant of the organiza¬ 
tion^ superordinate goals but lack detailed knowledge and 
understanding of each group’s interests on a particular interface 
issue. Second, hierarchical managers, either because they are al¬ 
ready overloaded or because they perceive that their role in 
conflict management is to make decisions, fail to investigate 
conflict issues thoroughly. Sheppard (1983) found that man¬ 
agers making decisions to control conflict act like inquisitors. 
They investigate the issue by asking questions of their own for¬ 
mulation and then impose their own power-based solution. 
Kolb writes about Rogers in similar terms: “Rogers’ role defini¬ 
tion is shaped by his position as manager of the division. In¬ 
deed, he reaffirms his authority when he decisively solves the 
problems. His subordinates contribute to this definition. They 
complain to him about their colleagues. They ask him to order 
people to perform particular tasks. They ask him to clarify 
roles, responsibilities, and objectives. As one manager said, Tf 
he would tell us which objective—the product or the methodol- 
ogy—was more important, there wouldn’t be any problems.’ 
They look to him to resolve the situation, which he does. How¬ 
ever, in doing so, he seems to create a dependence on him that 
limits the ability of his managers to deal with conflict and am¬ 
biguity in the future” (Kolb, 1986, p. 26). 

Rogers, when he is not reorganizing, makes unilateral de¬ 
cisions that resolve the question of which objective is more im- 
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portant on an issue-by-issue basis. The tension between product 
orientation and method orientation continues to generate 
“problems” that get sent up the hierarchy to Rogers. 

We propose that three other conflict resolution models 
associated with a hierarchical structure will be superior to this 
style found by Sheppard (1983) and Kolb (1986). The first 
alternative is for the hierarchical manager to act as a judge and 
require that each group make a presentation outlining positions, 
interests, and potential settlements. In this way the hierarchical 
manager should be able to make a better-informed decision, for 
it behooves each group to explain why the other group’s posi¬ 
tion is untenable. 

The second alternative is mediation. The manager acting 
as a mediator will try to facilitate an agreement between con¬ 
flicting groups. Techniques may include getting the group repre¬ 
sentatives to recognize their own group’s and the other group’s 
interests with respect to the interface issue; getting the groups 
to generate proposals that package issues so that some of each 
group’s interests are met; and suggesting that a particular pro¬ 
posal be tried on an experimental or nonprecedent-setting basis, 
putting pressure on powerful groups to look to the long term 
and ‘leave a little money on the table” and putting pressure on 
nonpowerful groups to withdraw. (See Carnevale, 1986, for a 
theoretical and Shapiro, Drieghe, and Brett, 1985, for an em¬ 
pirical discussion of what effective mediators do.) 

Recent research (Brett and Goldberg, 1983; Pearson, 
1982) shows that mediation is effective in high-conflict situa¬ 
tions in which the disputing parties are also highly interdepen 
dent and thus have substantial common interests as well as in¬ 
terests in conflict. Brett and Goldberg (1983) report that 80 
percent of grievances between labor and management were set¬ 
tled in one form or another after mediation. The “one form or 
another” settlements turn out to be an important aspect of me¬ 
diation. Unlike hierarchical decisions that frequently split the 
difference between disputing parties, mediation can result in 
acquiescence by one or the other party, a purely integrative 
compromise, or a split-the-difference settlement. Pearson’s re¬ 
search points out another important aspect of mediation. It 
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appears to be more successful in developing enduring settle¬ 
ments than the judicial style of dispute resolution. Pearson 
found recidivism rates to be significantly lower when child cus¬ 
tody agreements were reached through mediation than when 
such agreements were imposed by the court. Low recidivism 
translates into a high quality of solution according to our cri¬ 
teria of effectiveness. An additional potential benefit of media¬ 
tion is that subordinates might learn some negotiation skills. 
Mediators use many of the same techniques used by negotiators 
intent on solving the problems. Advocates of mediation make 
the social learning theory argument that disputants can learn 
negotiation skills by modeling the mediator-manager. While 
there is plenty of research to support social learning theory, we 
know of no research that has studied the impact of mediation 
on disputants’ negotiation skills. 

The third alternative decision-making style that should be 
superior to hierarchy is direct lateral negotiation. The manager 
using this approach to conflict management pushes the conflict 
back down the hierarchy to the groups that are experiencing it. 
The hierarchical manager refuses to resolve conflict between 
subordinates but instead makes it clear that group representa¬ 
tives are the best ones to resolve the matter and must do so. The 
effectiveness of this approach will depend on the group repre¬ 
sentatives’ negotiation skills. Not all group representatives will 
be skilled negotiators, and even those who are skilled may have 
difficulty seeing beyond their group’s position to a creative 
solution or putting an interface issue into the context of the 
group’s long-term relationship. Direct lateral negotiation may 
be particularly difficult when power is unequally distributed 
between groups. In this situation, the powerful group may 
adopt a tough, exploitative negotiation strategy and the low- 
power party may adopt a soft strategy (Pruitt, 1981). The result 
of such a negotiation is likely to be a distributive settlement 
that favors the powerful party to an extent greater than one 
should expect, given its power. The low-power party, however, 
is likely to be dissatisfied with the settlement and, thus, the 
settlement may not survive implementation. 

Another problem with direct lateral negotiations is that 
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groups may negotiate exchanges that are optimal for them but 
distinctly suboptimal for the organization as a whole. Direct 
lateral negotiation is an extremely decentralized mode of con¬ 
flict resolution (Hage, 1983). Without control systems such as 
an appraisal system that rewards integrative intergroup ex¬ 
changes, direct lateral negotiations may be difficult to manage: 

Which of these hierarchical conflict resolution models 
should a manager choose—inquisition, judicial, mediation, or di¬ 
rect lateral negotiation? The answer depends on a number of 
factors, including efficiency and quality of the solutions gener¬ 
ated by each approach, the skills of the parties, the power distri¬ 
bution between groups, and the organization’s culture. 

The inquisition model is likely to incur the lowest nego¬ 
tiation costs, since it will take less time than the others. It is 
difficult to compare the judicial, mediation, and direct lateral 
negotiation alternatives in terms of negotiation costs. In thfe 
dispute resolution literature, judicial proceedings and mediation 
are used only after parties have reached an impasse. This need 
not be so in the management context. Rogers’s behavior, for 
example, discouraged subordinates from engaging in direct lat¬ 
eral negotiations. 

The important issue from our perspective is the relation¬ 
ship between negotiation costs or efficiency and the quality of 
the solution. Here the dispute resolution literature is more help¬ 
ful. Disputants may prefer direct lateral negotiations to any 
third-party mode of dispute resolution. Among third-party 
modes of dispute resolution, disputants seem to prefer media¬ 
tion to arbitration (Brett and Goldberg, 1983) and arbitration 
to inquisition (but see Sheppard, 1985). The reason for this 
preference ordering has been the subject of a scholarly dispute 
(Folger, 1986). However, Brett and Shapiro’s (1985) recent 
data show clearly that the reason for the preference ordering ap 
pears to be satisfaction with and control over outcome. We note 
that both of these factors have been identified in the organiza¬ 
tional change literature as factors contributing to commitment to 
organizational change and ease in the implementation of change. 
Thus, we propose that mediation and judicial models may be 
superior to the inquisition model of dispute resolution typically 
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used by managers, because they generate higher-quality ex¬ 
changes. 

When parties are not skilled negotiators, third-party 
modes of dispute resolution may be more effective than direct 
lateral negotiations. Direct lateral negotiations may result in im¬ 
passes that increase groups’ adherence to positions. They may 
result in poor-quality exchanges when power is unevenly distrib¬ 
uted. Alternatively, direct lateral negotiations may result in ex¬ 
changes that are optimal for the two groups but distinctly sub- 
optimal for the organization as a whole. 

Finally, some of these modes of conflict management 
within a hierarchy may be more appropriate to the organiza¬ 
tion’s culture than others. Richard Walton (personal communi¬ 
cation, 1985) illustrated this point nicely in telling us about his 
experience doing third-party workshops to aid in managing bor¬ 
der disputes in the Horn of Africa. He noted that the Somalis 
preferred direct dialogue between equals, because this dispute 
resolution mode was dominant in their tribal society. The 
Ethiopians preferred appeals to an authority or elder, since this 
was the dominant mode of dispute resolution in their society. 
Organizations whose cultures are tied to traditional hierarchical 
control mechanisms may only be able to move from an inquisi¬ 
tion to a judicial model. But even that change in approach may 
have significant impact on the ease with which a coordinated 
action or an intragroup constraint is implemented. An organi¬ 
zation that is trying to rely on cultural norms, rather than hier¬ 
archy, for control might be able to use the mediation or nego¬ 
tiation mode, if managers have these skills. For example, Walton 
and Hackman in Chapter Five discuss the role of groups in high- 
commitment, as opposed to high-control organizations. While 
they do not discuss intergroup relationships and conflict resolu¬ 
tion, an inquisition or even a judicial mode of conflict manage¬ 
ment would be inconsistent with the way hierarchical manage¬ 
ment in high-commitment organizations deals with groups. 

Lateral Relations and Negotiations . The structural re¬ 
sponse to an overloaded hierarchy is to institute formal lateral 
control structures, such as liaison roles, task forces, teams, inte¬ 
grating departments, and matrices (Galbraith, 1977). These 
structures add a set of lateral interface roles to the organization 
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in addition to those already in the organization’s hierarchical 
structure. The major issue concerning lateral structures in organ¬ 
izational theory is whether or not they can be controlled 
(McCann and Galbraith, 1981; Pfeffer, 1981). As in direct lat¬ 
eral negotiations, there are two aspects to this issue. First, there 
is the problem that agreements between groups negotiated at 
low levels in the organization may be optimal for the groups at 
the interface but suboptimal for the organization. Second, a 
structural provision for low-level lateral contact may result in 
impasses, not settlements. In both situations, subsequent hier¬ 
archical management costs must be added to the costs of the 
lateral structure. 

We propose that lateral structures will operate more ef¬ 
fectively in managing conflict if the structures are staffed with 
properly skilled people and if the organization’s reward system 
contingently rewards effective (as previously defined) settle¬ 
ments. 

The organizational theory literature treats all lateral 
structures similarly. We distinguish between temporary struc¬ 
tures and permanent ones. The distinction is based on how the 
person’s performance in the lateral structure is evaluated. In 
temporary structures like task forces, members of the task force 
are representatives of primary groups. Their performance is eval¬ 
uated by their primary group manager based on how well the 
task force’s settlement (solution) meets the primary group’s in¬ 
terests. In permanent structures (for example, a matrix) the 
manager’s performance is evaluated by two direct superiors and 
ideally also by the third-level boss. The matrix manager should 
be evaluated based on our quality criterion, his or her success in 
facilitating lasting settlements of interface issues. 

It is a bit difficult to classify various lateral structures as 
temporary or permanent, because the classification depends on 
the performance evaluation relationship. In general, liaison roles 
and task forces are temporary structures. Teams, 1 integrating 
departments, ombudsmen, and matrices are permanent. Task 


1. Many organizations call task forces teams. Teams are groups to 
which people are assigned for 100 percent of their time and for an indefi¬ 
nite period. 
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force leaders, if they are temporarily pulled from their primary 
group and assigned to a vice-president for the duration of the 
task force, should be considered as permanent structures though 
the members may have only temporary assignments. 

Temporary lateral structures . Temporary lateral struc¬ 
tures are used as communication vehicles to transform inter¬ 
group conflict into intragroup constraints or coordinated ac¬ 
tion. The roles of group representatives—for example, on a task 
force—are to represent the preferences and provide the skills of 
their primary group. Control over performance appraisal lies 
with the primary group manager, not the task force leader. Po¬ 
litically wise task force members know they will have to justify 
any settlement to their primary group. As a result, temporary 
lateral structures tend to stimulate a positional approach to 
negotiations. There are numerous terms used to identify differ¬ 
ent negotiation strategies. Positional negotiations, as described 
by Fisher and Ury (1981), are conceptually similar to distribu¬ 
tive negotiations, as described by Walton and McKersie (1965). 
We prefer Fisher and Ury’s term because we believe the term 
distributive connotes a single-issue negotiation. We contrast 
positional negotiating with a problem-solving approach. Prob¬ 
lem solving is called principled negotiations by Fisher and Ury 
(1981), and integrative by Walton and McKersie (1965). We use 
the term integrative interchangeably with problem solving. We 
do not use the term principled because of its ethical connota¬ 
tion. 

We note that unless one or the other group completely 
capitulates on an interface issue, settlements achieved through 
either positional or problem-solving negotiations that transform 
intergroup conflict into intragroup constraints or coordinated 
action are all compromise settlements. A manager assigned to a 
task force is likely to stake out a position on the conflict issues 
that is favorable to his or her group and only move from it 
when more powerful groups exert other power. The task force 
member may work to build coalitions with representatives of 
other groups but is unlikely to enter into problem-solving dis¬ 
cussions, because such discussions are time-consuming and a 
creative, integrative solution would probably be more difficult 
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to sell to the primary group than a solution, albeit a compro¬ 
mise solution, which is a variant of the group’s original prefer¬ 
ences. 

Task forces provide structural opportunities for powerful 
groups to exploit less powerful groups in ways that may not be 
consistent with overall organizational strategy. We have three 
suggestions for controlling temporary lateral structures. First, in 
order to minimize exploitation, we think it is important for 
group representatives to task forces to recognize that intergroup 
negotiations have simply been transformed into intra-task force 
negotiations. Regardless of the language used in creating the 
taskforce, group representatives who do not approach taskforce 
deliberations as a negotiation are setting their group up to be 
exploited. Groups should select representatives to task forces 
who can expertly present and defend the group’s interests. This 
task requires individuals who have both positional and problenj- 
solving negotiation skills. 

Secondly, in order to reduce the likelihood of impasses, 
task force members need to be motivated to complete the task 
force’s mission. The most direct way of accomplishing this is to 
make the achievement of a high-quality settlement a central 
element of each task force member’s performance appraisal. 
Ideally, the hierarchical manager, who would have to manage 
the conflict if the task force were unsuccessful, should be in¬ 
volved in each task force member’s performance appraisal. Con¬ 
tingent rewards and visibility are two factors contributing to a 
problem-solving mode of task force deliberation. Another factor 
may be the task itself. Hackman’s (1984) model of group deci¬ 
sion making emphasizes the fact that decision making should be 
enhanced when the decision-making task itself has motivational 
properties. Task forces that provide opportunities for personal 
skill development or challenges unavailable in normal humdrum 
jobs are also likely to be motivating and cause group representa¬ 
tives to look beyond the parochial interests of their own groups 
to the broader interface issues. 

If motivation factors are not sufficient to stimulate the 
task force to move from a positional to a problem-solving ap¬ 
proach, it may be necessary for groups to actually instruct their 
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representatives to take a problem-solving approach to task force 
deliberations. There is support for this proposition in the re¬ 
search on representative-constituency relationships (Benton and 
Druckman, 1974). In general, negotiators representing constit¬ 
uencies take a tougher positional approach to negotiations than 
negotiators who do not represent constituencies even when the 
constituency gives the representative no instructions. Instruc¬ 
tions from constituencies to take a problem-solving approach do 
have an effect on negotiator behavior and settlements. The 
problem with extrapolating from this research to the organiza¬ 
tional setting is that the research was done in the laboratory and 
the leaders were elected or appointed. Instructions to take a 
problem-solving approach may have $o effect if the group rep¬ 
resentative also holds a position of hierarchical authority in the 
group. 

Permanent lateral structures. Integrating roles, matrices, 
and ombudsmen (see Kolb, 1986, for a discussion of the latter) 
are permanent intergroup interface positions. 2 They are an ex¬ 
pensive structural alternative, since they are full-time conflict 
management positions, but they may also be cost-effective in 
terms of long-term settlements. “Reorganize it Rogers,” our 
example of a hierarchical manager, was managing a matrix. The 
degree of conflict in Rogers’s matrix illustrates that permanent 
lateral structures, when they do not operate properly, can add 
significantly to transaction costs. Kolb does not tell us much 
about the lower-level matrix managers in her case, other than 
that they were engineers and that their method for managing 
intergroup conflict was to push it up the hierarchy. This con¬ 
flict management style violates the whole concept of the ma¬ 
trix. Obviously, design is not enough. What else is necessary to 
make permanent lateral structures operate as intended? We be- 


2. The best example of an integrating role is a brand or product 
manager who coordinates activities associated with the product across the 
functional departments. A matrix structure lays an integrating dimension 
across functional areas. Popular two-dimensional matrices integrate proj¬ 
ects and functions or geographic regions and functions. The ombudsman 
role is widely used to structure nonunion grievance procedures but it also 
appears as a line position with a troubleshooter title. 
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lieve organizational systems that demand and reward high-qual¬ 
ity intergroup settlements and role incumbents who have good 
negotiation skills are essential for making these lateral structures 
effective. 

We have already discussed reward systems in some detail. 
Incumbents in permanent lateral structures should be evaluated 
on the quality of the settlements of interface issues that they 
negotiate. One factor that makes the tasks particularly difficult 
is that group representatives, with whom a matrix manager or 
ombudsman interacts, are evaluated on how well their groups’ 
interests are maintained in an interface settlement, not on inte¬ 
grative criteria. Furthermore, incumbents in permanent lateral 
roles have interests of their own. High-quality interface solu¬ 
tions may be the means for achieving an outcome, but in many 
organizations the outcome is the most visible criterion and is 
what is rewarded. As a result, it may be difficult for incumbents 
in permanent lateral structures to distinguish effective and inef¬ 
fective means. 

We propose that problem solving is a more effective style 
of negotiation than a positional or distributive approach in per¬ 
manent lateral structures. These structures seldom have the for¬ 
mal authority (power) that is necessary to successfully negotiate 
a position. For example, product managers in marketing depart¬ 
ments (an integrating structure) frequently have no budgetary 
control. Their power comes from their ability to absorb uncer¬ 
tainty by predicting or managing markets and to manage con¬ 
flict with quality interface solutions. Quality interface solutions 
either on their face or over the long run are most likely to be 
those arrived at through integrative negotiation. 

Do managers have integrative bargaining skills? Some ob¬ 
viously do, but even those who do may lack a structure or 
framework for planning a negotiation. The current popularity of 
negotiation training courses in master of business administration 
(M.B.A.) and executive programs suggests that these are skills 
managers want to acquire. 

The most accessible description of the problem-solving 
approach to negotiation is in Fisher and Ury (1981). They sug¬ 
gest: (1) focus on interests, not positions; (2) separate the peo- 
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pie from the problem; (3) invent options for mutual gain; (4) in¬ 
vent objective criteria; and (5) know your B est Alternative to a 
A/egotiated Agreement (BATNA). The Fisher-Ury principles 
provide a useful guide in preparing for negotiations. The negotia¬ 
tor intent on approaching the conflict from a problem-solving 
perspective first anticipates what the groups’ positions are likely 
to be on the interface issues. The next step is to think through 
the reasons underlying those positions and consider possible 
hidden agendas. Underlying reasons or hidden agendas are called 
interests by Fisher and Ury (1981). Then analyze what will hap¬ 
pen if no settlement is reached. Will the groups continue the sta¬ 
tus quo, interacting on the issue using old procedures? Will the 
conflict get escalated up the hierarchy? This analysis step is 
called BATNA. An assessment of groups’ BATNAs is really an 
assessment of their power. The group with the better BATNA is 
the more powerful group. The reasoning goes like this: A’s pow¬ 
er is a function of B’s dependency on A, and B’s power is a 
function of A’s dependency on B. If A is relatively less depen¬ 
dent on B-that is, has a better BATNA-than B is on A, then 
A has relatively more power than B. 

These three steps—positions, interests, and BATNAs— 
provide the information necessary to analyze whether or not 
there is likely to be an area of agreement for the groups. The 
analysis of interests is particularly useful in searching for alter¬ 
native settlements that maximize both groups’ interests, regard¬ 
less of their original positions. All of this analysis is done before 
the negotiation. This means that chance meetings in the hall, 
on an elevator, or by a coffeepot are not appropriate for nego¬ 
tiations, unless one is fully prepared. Such meetings might be 
appropriate for checking out anticipated interests or exploring 
BATNAs, but a problem-solving negotiation session needs to be 
a serious joint attempt to develop a mutually beneficial settle¬ 
ment. The chances of negotiating an agreement that a group 
representative can successfully sell to his or her primary group 
are better when that representative was fully involved in the de¬ 
liberations. 

Incumbents in permanent lateral roles may also frequent¬ 
ly find themselves in a mediation role between conflicting 
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groups. Recent research (Kolb, 1986; Shapiro, Drieghe, arid 
Brett, 1985) has demonstrated that successful mediators are not 
artists who approach each conflict uniquely, but systematic 
practitioners of a style. Shapiro, Drieghe, and Brett (1985) 
found, further, that several different styles are effective in get¬ 
ting settlements. 

Managers have much to learn from mediators. Mediators 
use the Fisher-Ury techniques, particularly the one about sepa¬ 
rating the people from the problem. Many mediators literally 
separate the opposing groups and shuttle back and forth be¬ 
tween them. This works very well when there are emotional ten¬ 
sions between people that are interfering with the negotiation. 
It is not, however, necessary in all situations. 

Other mediator techniques make settlements more palat¬ 
able. Three of these are as follows: (1) add issues to the conflict 
so that every group can get something out of the settlements, 
(2) get the groups to agree that a particular settlement is a one¬ 
time agreement and cannot stand as a precedent, and (3) get the 
groups to try a settlement for an experimental period. Another 
technique used in mediating multi-issue conflicts is the one- 
text procedure (see Fisher and Ury, 1981; also Carter, 1982). In 
this procedure, the mediator provides a settlement proposal 
written in simple language that focuses on the primary issues. 
The mediator then shuttles back and forth between the par¬ 
ties, asking them to discuss the proposal. For example, “What 
might you be willing to do to change the undesirable clause?”, 
and so on. 

We are more confident of our prescriptions for media¬ 
tion techniques for incumbents of permanent integrating roles 
than of the problem-solving negotiating style. We know suc¬ 
cessful mediators use these techniques (Shapiro, Drieghe, and 
Brett, 1985). 3 There is no research contrasting the problem- 
solving and positional styles of negotiation. A major problem 
with such research would be to get advocates of both styles to 


3. We cannot be sure that unsuccessful mediators do not use these 
techniques, since all the mediators in the Shapiro study had about thfe 
same settlement rate. 
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agree on effectiveness criteria. Given the effectiveness criteria 
developed in this chapter, we propose that the problem-solving 
approach is more likely to be effective. 

Summary and Research Issues. This section integrates the 
organizational theory and negotiations literature in a series of 
propositions about the effective management of intergroup con¬ 
flict. The main points are as follows: 

• In hierarchical structures, superiors need mediation skills, 
subordinates need negotiation skills. 

• In temporary lateral structures (for example, liaisons, task 
forces, or teams), when performance is evaluated in the pri¬ 
mary group and not in the task force or team, group repre¬ 
sentatives may use positional negotiation skills. 

• In permanent lateral structures (for example, ombudsmen, 
task force, or team leaders, integrating departments or ma¬ 
trices), incumbents need problem-solving negotiation skills 
and mediation skills. 

• The balance of power between the groups, the organiza¬ 
tion’s culture, and the re ward/incentive system must be con¬ 
sidered when designing a management form for an inter¬ 
group relationship. 

There are numerous research issues identified in this sec¬ 
tion. A major challenge is to test the effectiveness of various 
negotiation (positional as opposed to problem-solving) and 
third-party approaches (inquisition, judicial, mediation) in dif¬ 
ferent intergroup structural arrangements and under different 
distributions of power and organizational cultures. In this chap¬ 
ter we propose that in general in organizations, (1) problem¬ 
solving is more effective than positional negotiation and (2) 
third-party procedures that place control over the interface ex¬ 
change with the interfacing groups will be most effective. But 
we caution that under conditions of unbalanced power, or when 
the organization’s culture is tied to hierarchical control, direct 
lateral negotiations and mediation may not be effective. 

A second challenge is to determine whether problem-solv¬ 
ing negotiation skills actually affect the quality of intergroup 
exchanges. Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) found that a “confron- 
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tation style” of decision making was crucial for interdepart¬ 
mental effectiveness. Can such necessary confrontations be im¬ 
plemented more effectively in a problem-solving rather than a 
positional style? Lawrence and Lorsch’s research does not tell 
us. The framework developed here suggests researchers should 
examine skill, structure, power, and the organization’s culture 
and its incentive system in studying the causes of effective in¬ 
tergroup relations. 

It is interesting to speculate about the substitutability 
of skill for structure. Since lateral structures are permanent 
management devices, they are costly. The structure should be 
chosen by evaluating the interdependence between the groups, 
environmental uncertainty, and the negotiation skills of man¬ 
agers. Lateral structures required by the environment, but 
staffed by unskilled managers, will only increase transaction 
costs. On the other hand, managers skilled in negotiations may 
be able to cope with less hierarchy and few permanent lateral 
structures, holding environmental dynamism and interdepen¬ 
dence constant. 

One research issue that has not been fully discussed is the 
long-term viability of an organization that manages conflict via 
the techniques discussed in this chapter. In periods of dramatic 
environmental change, organizations must survive revolutions to 
remain viable. The approaches to managing conflict discussed in 
this section are not appropriate for revolutionary change during 
which the organization questions its fundamental operating as¬ 
sumptions. We think the approaches to managing conflict dis¬ 
cussed here are appropriate under conditions of moderate 
change. All the techniques discussed recognize a multiplicity of 
interests, all recognize that conflict is legitimate, and all are fo¬ 
cused on lasting solutions. While it is possible that a solution 
will outlast its viability in the environment, this seems less likely 
to occur when the situation requires the concurrence of groups 
that will be differentially affected by environmental change. 

Conclusion 

The dominant approach to examining intergroup rela¬ 
tions has been structural (for example, Galbraith, 1977). But as 
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Strauss (1978) points out, many structural theories have nego¬ 
tiation at the heart of their framework without examining 
the process of negotiation itself. To understand the process of 
intergroup relations in organizations, structural considerations 
must be linked to the process of negotiation. Different struc¬ 
tural arrangements allow for different negotiation models. The 
weak link is that structural interfaces are enacted by group rep¬ 
resentatives with different degrees of negotiation skills. In this 
chapter it is argued that research integrating the structural ap¬ 
proaches from organization theory with negotiation theory is 
the most fruitful avenue to pursue for intergroup research. 

In presenting our ideas for this integration of theory, we 
have drawn no causal models, stated no formal hypotheses, pro¬ 
posed no formal research, and presented no computerized lit¬ 
erature review. We have only written a theoretical statement 
about intergroup relations: why they are conflictive, how they 
can be evaluated, and how they can be managed. We have fo¬ 
cused on intergroup conflict, though we know many managers 
talk about intergroup problems, not conflict. We have also em¬ 
phasized the conflictive aspect of intergroup relations, though 
we recognize that for an intergroup interface to be effective, the 
majority of the interface time should be consumed in coordi¬ 
nated intergroup action or on constraints on intragroup behavior. 

We have also focused on negotiation skills, though there 
is no research showing that successful managers act as we pre¬ 
scribe. Certainly Kipnis, Schmidt, and Wilkinson’s (1980) re¬ 
search that reports that managers use power when they have it 
and Sheppard’s (1983) research showing that managers deal 
with conflict like inquisitors are discouraging. Yet why should 
we expect managers to have negotiation skills honed as finely as 
their financial and market analysis skills or even their skills in 
managing people? Most people learn negotiating skills in the 
course of everyday life. They take a problem-solving approach 
with their families and a positional approach with their car deal¬ 
ers. The problems come in the transfer of skills from the every¬ 
day to the organizational setting. It is not legitimate to treat 
your counterpart in another group the way you do your spouse 
or a car dealer. So what do you do? Few managers have models, 
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few have had formal training. Most managers are unprepared to 
manage intergroup conflict effectively. So while the research 
task of confirming or disconfirming our theory of managing 
conflict between groups is formidable, the training task, assum¬ 
ing a confirmed theory, is greater. 
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Research on Work Group 
Effectiveness: 

An Anthropological 
Critique 

Helen B. Schwartzman 


Anthropologists are fond of citing the proverb “It would hardly 
be fish who discovered the existence of water” when they are 
asked to describe the anthropological perspective. When Clyde 
Kluckhohn first introduced this proverb in Mirror for Man 
(1957), he used it to describe the anthropologist’s ability to 
examine the taken-for-granted features of everyday life in 
American as well as exotic societies: “Studying primitives en¬ 
ables us to see ourselves better. Ordinarily, we are unaware of 
the special lens through which we look at life. It would hardly 
be fish who discovered the existence of water. Students who had 
not gone beyond the horizon of their own society could not be 
expected to perceive custom which was the stuff of their own 
thinking. The scientist of human affairs needs to know as much 
about the eye that sees as the object seen” (p. 16). 

Anthropologists, however, have for the most part been as¬ 
sociated with the study of “primitives” and their ability to 
study complex societies (and especially complex organizations) 
has been overlooked and is unrecognized by many researchers, 
including many anthropologists. This is unfortunate, because 
anthropologists have produced a variety of unique and insight- 
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ful studies of American society. In particular, they played an 
important role in the establishment of the field of organiza¬ 
tional research. In this chapter the value of an ethnographic ap¬ 
proach is illustrated by presenting an anthropological critique of 
recent research on work group effectiveness. This critique sug¬ 
gests that research on this subject has been guided by several 
generally unrecognized cultural assumptions that have affected 
the research methods as well as theoretical constructs used by 
investigators in this field. 

Anthropological Study of Organizational Behavior 

For some time now, anthropologists have been outsiders 
to the array of theories, shifting emphases, and methodological 
controversies that characterize the field of organizational behav¬ 
ior research. Recently, however, ethnographers have begun to 
step back into this field. In fact, this is the discipline’s second 
foray into the area, because anthropologists played an impor¬ 
tant, though now largely forgotten, role in the Hawthorne stud¬ 
ies of the 1930s and the subsequent “human relations move¬ 
ment.” Today, the tradition of industrial ethnology is rejuve¬ 
nating itself as the anthropology of work (for example, Gamst, 
1980; Nash, 1979; Wallman, 1979), at the same time that 
ethnographic studies of public bureaucracies as well as investi¬ 
gations of the culture of corporations are appearing (for exam¬ 
ple, Britan and Cohen, 1980; Gregory, 1983; Nader, 1980; 
Schwartzman, 1980). These studies have been encouraged by a 
growing recognition among anthropologists that all societies, no 
matter how remote, are affected by the actions taken by gov¬ 
ernmental as well as private organizations. 

Anthropologists have made important theoretical and 
methodological contributions to this research field. For exam¬ 
ple, according to Burrell and Morgan (1979), one of the most 
important effects of the Hawthorne research (Roethlisberger 
and Dickson, 1939) was the introduction of systems equilib¬ 
rium concepts and an organic metaphor into the organizational 
literature. The influence of researchers associated with the func¬ 
tional school of anthropology (especially Malinowski and Rad- 
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cliffe-Brown) on the development and application of this meta¬ 
phor is apparent throughout the Hawthorne investigation, 1 and 
the impact of their work on subsequent systems models of or¬ 
ganizations has been specifically reviewed by Burrell and Mor¬ 
gan (1979). 

The influence of anthropologists in the development of 
new research methods for the study of organizational behavior 
is also apparent beginning with the Hawthorne investigation. 
The research conducted in the bank wiring observation room 
was designed specifically as an observation/fieldwork investiga¬ 
tion instead of a controlled experiment. The observation tech¬ 
niques used there, as well as the conception of the group as a 
type of small society, were suggested by the anthropologist W. 
Lloyd Warner, who had become involved with the project in 
1930. Warner (a student of Radcliffe-Brown) had recently re¬ 
turned from conducting fieldwork among the Murgin in Austra¬ 
lia, and he suggested that the bank wiring room could be treated 
as an analog to a primitive society such as the Murgin and was 
accessible to study using fieldwork techniques (especially par¬ 
ticipant observation). 2 

The use of systems equilibrium models as well as partici¬ 
pant observation techniques continued with the work of human 


For exam P Ie > the influence of Radcliffe-Brown’s ethnography 
The An.daman Islanders (1933) is specifically noted in Roethlisberger and 
Dickson s (1939) discussion of supervisors’ complaints and social equilib- 
num (see pp358-387). The work of Malinowski (see especially 1927), 
Pitt-Rivers (1927), and again Radcliffe-Brown (1933) also influenced the 
development of the investigators’ interview method (see Roethlisberger 

and Dickson, 1939, p. 272). merger 

2. Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939) note a particular debt to 
Warner in their discussion of “Method and Procedure in Studying a Shop 
epartment : “The general methodological concepts employed through- 
it this study [the bank wiring observation room] were chiefly derived 

for^"' j!T r j h °T er .’ he Sh ° uld ” 0t in an y sense be held responsible 
tor their detailed application to this industrial situation. Mr. Warner fre- 

quently discussed the investigators’ problems with them and called their 
attention to the similarity between the problems confronting them and 
those confronting the anthropological field-worker. He also directed their 
attention to the works of such people as Durkheim, Malinowski, Radcliffe- 

wirx,"ed” ”” ° m WhiCh * WelIlh ° f ground m„„M 
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relations researchers. Many of these individuals were trained as 
anthropologists and sociologists, and they produced a variety of 
detailed and contextually rich descriptions of life in American 
industrial organizations in the 1940s and 1950s (for example, 
Chappie, 1941, 1953; Gardner and Moore, 1964; Walker and 
Guest, 1952; Walker, Guest, and Turner, 1956; Richardson and 
Walker, 1948; Roy, 1952; Sayles, 1964; Warner and Low, 1947; 
Whyte, 1948). 

This research provides the foundation for the variety of 
studies of formal organizations in which anthropologists are cur- 
rently engaged. This research includes studies of schools and 
schooling in traditional and modern societies (see Singleton, 
1967; Khleif, 1971); investigations of mental hospitals and the 
mental health treatment system (Salisbury, 1962; Schwartzman, 
forthcoming); research on trade associations, the Better Busi¬ 
ness Bureau, and state departments of insurance (Nader, 1980); 
and analyses of New England apparel factory workers (Lam- 
phere, 1979), Bolivian tin miners (Nash, 1979), Japanese bank¬ 
ers (Rohlen, 1978), and even the United States Congress 
(Weatherford, 1981). 

Although these populations differ greatly, the researchers 
do share a common research approach that may be character¬ 
ized as the anthropological perspective. The hallmark of this 
perspective is the tradition of ethnographic research, which may 
be defined as the observation, recording, and analysis of behav¬ 
ior in the multiple and nested contexts in which it occurs. The 
anthropologist is specifically concerned with presenting a sys¬ 
tematic description of social systems that examines interrela¬ 
tionships among particular behaviors, customs, rituals, beliefs, 
and values in terms of broader patterns of cultural understand¬ 
ing, social structure, and environmental constraints. The anthro¬ 
pological perspective is holistic because it encompasses a wide 
range of social, cultural, economic, and psychological variables 
within a single conceptual frame (Foster, 1969). This approach 
requires several things of investigators, briefly enumerated as 
follows: 

1. Researchers must go into the field (not bring the field to 

them). 
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2. Researchers must immerse themselves in the field (although 
this should be immersion, not conversion, as in “going 
native”). This is essential because there is no other way to 
become familiar with the world of one’s informants than to 
participate in their activities on a day-to-day basis. This is 
what is meant by participant observation as anthropologists 
use the term. 

3. Researchers must allow the research problem to develop, 
evolve, and even change dramatically during the study, and 
likewise methods appropriate to the problem must be al¬ 
lowed to develop, evolve, and change. 

4. Researchers are concerned with the meaning and not the 
frequency of events (see Van Maanen, 1979). This does not 
mean that investigators do not count things but that count¬ 
ing is not the purpose of the research. 

J. Researchers must be willing to allow themselves to function 
as the major instrument of the study. Investigators’ reactions 
to differences between their culture and the informant’s cul¬ 
ture are legitimate and important data in this approach. 

6. Researchers must be willing to collect and handle contextu¬ 
ally rich data that have been collected from multiple sources 
and by multiple techniques. 

7. Researchers must be willing to search for the informant’s 
point of view while at the same time attempting to examine 
what is unproblematic to (and often not articulated by) the 
informant. 

It is this approach, described here as the anthropological per¬ 
spective, that allows researchers to understand seemingly inex¬ 
plicable and presumably unrelated social and psychological 
events and problems in terms of the subtly patterned cultural 
beliefs, decisions, and forms that organize an individual’s experi¬ 
ence of everyday life. My “informants” for the anthropological 
analysis offered in this chapter are the recent research reports of 
investigators studying work group effectiveness.^ 


3 As an outsider to this research field, I found the prospect of re¬ 
viewing the literature on work group effectiveness somewhat overwhelm¬ 
ing. I decided to let the two selected bibliographies that we received as 
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Cultural Lenses and Research 
on Work Group Effectiveness 

It should come as no surprise to anyone that researchers 
are creatures of their own personal and sociocultural contexts. 
Even though it can be recognized that this is the case, however, 
most researchers (including anthropologists) act as if the devel¬ 
opment of research questions, the choice of methodological ap¬ 
proach as well as specific methods used, the interpretation and 
presentation of research findings, and the development of strat¬ 
egies and interventions for change occur in a cultural vacuum. It 
is argued here that an examination of certain of the cultural 
lenses that affect the way that researchers look at the topic of 
work group effectiveness makes it possible for investigators to 
begin to perceive u the custom which is the stuff of their think¬ 
ing 5 ’ about this subject. Such an examination may also produce 
new research questions, as well as encourage the use of various 
methods, and lead to new conceptualizations of strategies for 
change. 

Methodological Lenses . Anthropologists assume that all 
societies are characterized by a distinctive world view , that is, 
the basic premises that orient a people’s view about the nature 
of the world and of humans’ place in it. While it may seem rela¬ 
tively easy to characterize the world view of small and generally 
homogeneous societies, such as the Hopi, it seems almost impos¬ 
sible to describe a set of basic assumptions for Americans or 
Westerners. However, by using the cross-cultural comparative 
perspective of anthropology, as well as historical and philosoph¬ 
ical analyses such as Grene (1969) and Matson (1966), we can 
see that certain basic premises affect the beliefs and actions of 


participants in the Conference on Work Group Effectiveness held at Car¬ 
negie-Mellon University, September 16-18, 1984, define the recent litera¬ 
ture. Therefore, the dates covered here are, in general, 1979-1984. I re¬ 
viewed most but not all of the studies included in the annotated list and a 
selected number of investigations in the nonannotated bibliography. I also 
included a few studies and literature overviews outside these lists (for 
example, papers in the Goodman, Pennings, and Associates’ 1977 book) 
that seemed relevant to the topic of work group effectiveness. 
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even large and diverse populations, such as Americans or Chi¬ 
nese. One of the bedrock propositions of what is referred to 
here as the American world view is the view that “the universe 
is a physical [mechanistic] system that operates in a determi¬ 
nate manner according to discoverable scientific laws” (Hoebel, 
1966, p. 499). A corollary of this primary assumption is the 
view that people can and should seek to understand the universe 
in order to control it as well as to manipulate and change it. 
This view produces an active orientation toward the world, as it 
is believed that it is not necessary to accept things as they are 
because it is always possible to manipulate and redesign the 
world. Therefore, “the conditions of living are improvable, ma¬ 
terially, biologically, and socially” (Hoebel, 1966, p. 499). To 
members of American (and Western) society, these beliefs seem 
obvious, natural, and true, and they are taken for granted and 
rarely discussed by most individuals. 

It is also the case that these beliefs provide the founda¬ 
tion for the development of science and the scientific method in 
American and Western societies (see Matson, 1966, for a de¬ 
tailed historical analysis). This view places faith in the develop¬ 
ment of science and technology as the means by which human¬ 
kind will be able to improve the world. It is science that makes 
it possible to stamp out disease, wipe out illiteracy, and conquer 
space (Hoebel, 1966). Science in this case is equated with the 
experimental method, and it is this model of research that has 
come to be the standard that laypeople as well as researchers 
use to judge the validity of specific studies. The goal of scien¬ 
tific research, therefore, is the discovery of determinate cause- 
and-effect relationships. 4 If the universe operates according to 
discoverable scientific laws, then it is the scientist’s responsibil¬ 
ity to discover these laws. 

4. Of course, this goal has been questioned and debated by a vari¬ 
ety of researchers, generally in the domain of philosophy of science or phi¬ 
losophy of social science discussions. One of the questions that repeatedly 
stirs debate in this area is whether or not the goals and methods of the 
natural sciences are appropriate for the social sciences. Of the many discus¬ 
sions related to this issue that appear in the literature, I have found the 
varied perspectives offered by Bateson (1972), Giddens (1974), and von 
Wright (1971) to be particularly informative. 
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The above cultural premises as briefly described here 
manifest themselves in the literature on work group effective¬ 
ness in a variety of ways. The most obvious is that virtually all 
of the researchers who have conducted research on this have 
adopted some form of the experimental model to guide their in¬ 
vestigation. Although there are many differences in the use of 
specific methods among the investigations in this area, almost 
all the studies are, in one way or another, searching for determi¬ 
nants of group effectiveness. This search for determinants is 
coupled with the belief that once these determinants are discov¬ 
ered, it will be possible to manipulate them, to redesign group 
structures, processes, environments, and so on, to improve ef¬ 
fectiveness and make things better. It is my suggestion here that 
this goal “feels right” to researchers (it is rarely questioned) be¬ 
cause it is congruent with basic cultural premises about the na¬ 
ture of the universe and our place in it. 

This search for determinants feels right to researchers, but 
it has led them to let the canons of experimental research dic¬ 
tate the following: 

1. The type of group studied and the place where it is studied. 
Frequently a laboratory group is formed from the popula¬ 
tion of college students that is most convenient to the re¬ 
searcher (Drory and Gluskinos, 1980; Hawley and Heinen, 
1979; Herbert and Yost, 1979; Lichtman and Lane, 1983; 
Lord and Rowzee, 1979; Miner, 1979; Rohrbaugh, 1979, 
1981; Tjosvold and Field, 1983; Woodman and Sherwood, 
1980; Yetton and Bottger, 1982). These are groups gener¬ 
ally with no previous experience interacting with one an¬ 
other and have had no previous exposure to the decision 
task that they are presented. This approach is used because 
the researcher wishes to have as much control over the sit¬ 
uation as possible. In this way the size of the group can be 
varied, as can the group’s task; group membership is also 
controlled, as well as leadership structure, and so forth. The 
researcher assumes/hopes that the findings from such stud¬ 
ies may be generalized to natural groups functioning out¬ 
side the experimental situation. 
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2. The type of question asked. A recurring question given the 
experimental framework is “Does A cause B?” or “Does 
ABC cause D? In general, as Weick has suggested, research¬ 
ers appear to do a fine-grained analysis to isolate separate 
causes and a coarse-grained analysis to examine effects 
(1974). 

3. The specific type of methods used in the research. Attitude 
questionnaires seem to be the most popular (Abbey and 
Dickson, 1983; Allen, Hitt, and Greer, 1982; Awal and 
Stump f, 1981; Koch, 1979; Rotheram, LaCour, and Jacobs, 
1982; Schriesheim, 1980; Tjosvold and Field, 1983). Indi¬ 
viduals are asked about their perceptions, evaluations, 
ratings, and so on of a host of variables of concern to inves¬ 
tigators (for example, perceptions of innovativeness, effec¬ 
tiveness, stress, work group structure; evaluations of organi¬ 
zational climate, performance, ratings of job satisfaction, 
assessments of leader influence, style, and so on). This ap¬ 
proach assumes that questionnaire data can be taken at face 
value, except possibly for measurement error and bias, 
which can be statistically remedied or estimated, and it also 
assumes that “human conduct can be described and pre¬ 
dicted from variables which characterize individual actors” 
(Knorr-Cetina, 1981, p. 9) (see discussion of individual- 
centered beliefs below). 

4. The type of data collected. Data are almost always quanti¬ 
fied and subjected to a range of statistical analyses. This 
need for quantifiable data has also created a subgrouping 
of articles that discuss and/or evaluate accepted quantifying 
procedures used in the field (for example, Hawley and Hei- 
nen, 1979; Lane, Mathews, and Buco, 1981). 5 


t - sever f ^searchers working in the symbolic interac- 

tion tradition (for example, Bogdan and Ksander, 1980) have begun to 
conduct studies of ‘enumerology, ” which should contribute greatly to our 
undemanding of the quantification process in social research as well as 

bl wWB n u nUmer ° l0gy 18 de / ined as “ the stud Y the social processes 
by which numbers are generated and the effect of these processes on be¬ 
havior mid thought (Bogdan and Ksander, 1980, p. 302). Adopting this 
approach, number-generating strategies in all their various aspects become 
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5. Presentation of suggestions for future research .. Data are 
frequently said to be suggestive but not conclusive and al¬ 
ways in need of more refined tests; future research needs 
frequently focus on the importance of more methodologi¬ 
cal precision and rigor and sometimes more theoretical clar- 

ity. . , 

6. The type of interventions suggested. Interventions that 

have been tested by an experimental design are generally 
favored. The interventions most frequently evaluated are 
team development (DeMeuse and Liebowitz, 1981; Hughes, 
Rosenbach, and Clover, 1983; Woodman and Sherwood, 
1980), the nominal group technique (Herbert and Yost, 
1979; Rohrbaugh, 1981; Scott and Deadrick, 1982; Ste¬ 
phenson, Michaelson, and Franklin, 1982; Willis, 1979) and 
quality circles (Stimson and Mossburg, 1983; Wood, Hull, 
and Azumi, 1983). It is interesting to note that the results 
of this research, though frequently very difficult to inter¬ 
pret (for example, Was it really the nominal group tech- 


the subject of study, rather than (as conventionally used) a tool of study” 

/ qQ7\ 

Culturally different approaches to the idea of counting are nicely 
illustrated in a quotation from an old Eskimo woman in Coles (1977; 
quoted in Bogdan and Ksander, 1980, p. 308). 

My grandson counts the days in a month. I don’t 
know how old I am. He thinks I am kidding him when I 
shrug my shoulders and say I am many winters old. He ask 
me, to have fun, how many. I tell him more than he would 
care to count up. He is sure I have done the counting. But I 

haven’t. ,. , t 

Once he asked me how many summers I ve lived. 1 
told him a winter or two worth of summers. He was so in¬ 
terested in those numbers they teach the children at school, 
he repeated his question—as if what I’d said has nothing to 
do with what he asked. I didn’t repeat myself-and he sur¬ 
prised me. He had heard me-and understood me. He told 
me that he wished he could just forget all the arithmetic he 
was learning, and play in the winters and go hunting and 

fishing in the summers-He is twelve, he tells me. So 

what! All these numbers. What do they have to do with 
life? Does the sun have numbers for itself? The bears and 
caribou? The fish? The snow that greets us, stays with us.” 
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mque or actually the membership composition that af¬ 
fected the performance rating?), are always used to sup- 
port the need for more research on group interventions. 
(This relates to number 5 above.) 

7. The standard used to judge proper and improper research 
studies. Research is reviewed and critiqued according to 
whether or not it adheres faithfully (or as faithfully as pos¬ 
sible pven “field” research conditions) to the experimental 
model. Questions are frequently raised about the research 
design, the use of control groups as well as sample selec¬ 
tion, and random assignments to groups (DeMeuse and 
Liebowitz, 1981; Hughes, Rosenbach, and Clover, 1983- 

Rohrbaugh, 1979, 1981; Sonnenfeld, 1983; Woodman and 
Sherwood, 1980). 


Researchers working within this field (Campbell 1977- 
Hackman and Morris, 1975) have begun to criticize the litera¬ 
ture on work group and organizational effectiveness by suggest- 
ing t at the research produced so far is inconclusive, “helter- 
skelter, noncumulative, and inconsistent. Factors found to be 
important m one study are found to be “less important, not im- 
portant at all, or even inversely important in another study” 
( ey and Dickson, 1983, p. 362, discussing correlates of in¬ 
novation in work groups). The response to this inconsistency, 
however, is generally to call for greater methodological rigor 
and precision. The suggestion almost always seems to be that re¬ 
searchers should do more of the same thing, only better. Only 
rarely does this frustration with the literature (as in “Where is it 
getting us?”) seem to produce a call to question basic premises 
about the basic goals.of research and the types of methodologi¬ 
cal orientations employed, although Campbell (1977) hints at 
t is, and Weick’s (1977) definition of organizational effective¬ 
ness seems to require it. This is true even though frustrations 
with the research status quo and calls for rethinking goals and 
standard methodological orientations are evident in the field of 
organizational behavior in general (for example, Burrell and 

X 7 0r ^ a f’ 1979; Fmeman and Mangham, 1983; Morgan, 1983- 
Van Maanen, 1979, 1983). It will be argued here that such a call 
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requires stepping outside one’s culture and questioning basic 
premises about the world that have been learned early and re¬ 
inforced repeatedly throughout one’s life. Since this 1S ™t an 
easy thing to do, most researchers do not respond to such calls. 

Theoretical Lenses. The formulation of research ques¬ 
tions, the interpretation of data, and the development of inter¬ 
ventions are also greatly affected by cultural context. Two 
types of theoretical lenses are considered here: mdividual-cen- 
teredness and a focus on the content as opposed to the form of 

group activities. . 

Where many societies locate responsibility for events 

one’s life on supernatural powers, kin, class, or other collectivi¬ 
ties, the American world view locates responsibility in the indi¬ 
vidual. Even though Americans are widely given to group organi¬ 
zation their world view is individual-centered (Hoebel, 196b). 
Under the related ideal of self-reliance, it is believed that every 
individual is his or her own master, in control of his or her des¬ 
tiny and able to advance or regress in society only according to 
individual efforts (Hsu, 1961). This latter belief places a strong 
value on individual self-improvement. Every individual should, 
it is believed, strive to improve himself or herself. 

The conception of the person that this view supports is 
that of “a bonded, unique, more or less integrated motivation 
and cognitive universe, dynamic center of awareness, emotion, 
judgment, and action organized into a distinctive whole and set 
contrastingly both against other such wholes and against a so¬ 
cial and natural background” (Geertz, 1973, p. 48). T e m ivi 
ual-as-central view assumes that “actions, decisions, and behav¬ 
ior flow from internal, personal characteristics as opposed to 
contextual relationships” (Hall, 1983, p. 90). The American and 
Western “contextless” idea of the person has been contrasted 
with “contexted” concepts in other cultures by several anthro¬ 
pologists, including Geertz (1973) for the Balinese, Schweder 
and Bourne (1982) for Oriyas (Orissa, India), and Read (1955) 

for the Gahuku-Gama (New Guinea). 

The impact of this individual-centeredness on research on 
group effectiveness is apparent in several ways. One of the most 
prominent research topics in this area is a direct reflection of 
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this focus on the individual. The study of leaders, leadership be¬ 
havior, leadership effectiveness, and so on, as it appears in the 
literature (for example, Curtis, Smith, and Smoll, 1979; Drory 
and Gluskinos, 1980; Fiedler, 1967; Konar-Goldband, Rice, and 
Monkarsh, 1979; Schriesheim, 1980), is premised on several as¬ 
sumptions congruent with the American world view as pre¬ 
sented so far. One of the dominant concerns in this area is the 
relationship between leader traits, leader behavior, and leader 
and group performance. This approach assumes that there are, 
in fact, traits of effective leaders (as well as characteristics of 
specific situations) that can be isolated and discovered by scien¬ 
tific research, and once understood can be used by all individ¬ 
uals (that is, leaders) wishing to improve themselves and the 
effectiveness of the groups they lead. Campbell, Daft, and Hulin 
(1982) note that interest in leadership studies in the general 
field of organizational behavior continues “almost unabated” al¬ 
though the results of this research have been very disappointing. 
Researchers appear to be asking a recurring series of questions 
that have changed very little over the last twenty years: Do 
leader behaviors influence subordinate behaviors, or vice versa, 
or both? How much of the variance in leader performance can 
be explained by leader traits, or leader behavior, or the job/task, 
or organizational structure? (Campbell, Daft, and Hulin, 1982)/ 
While it is true that a variety of discrete traits have been 
isolated, identified, and compared in these studies (Drory and 
Gluskinos, 1980; Christie and Geis, 1970), the relationships be¬ 
tween these traits and group performance is not at all clear. This 
is one of the reasons why the literature on group effectiveness is 
said to be inconclusive. I suggest that this leadership research 
continues “unabated” because it validates an important cultural 
belief, that is, that individuals (especially certain individuals) 
and their actions determine what happens in group settings. Hall 
(1983, p. 91) makes a similar point in his recent critique of the 
concept of individualism and its impact on applied behavioral 
science: 


Despite the fact that many scholars have ar¬ 
gued the principles of emergence or the reality of 
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the social and bemoaned tendencies toward reduc- 
tionism, their audience has been less than per¬ 
suaded. . . . One reason reductionism at individual 
and unitary levels has become so popular and suc¬ 
cessful is that it falls within common sense and 
does not contradict the basic view of reality. Psy¬ 
chology, for example, may be well-rewarded, not 
only because of its scientism, 6 but because it looks 
inside the individual for sources of physiology, cog¬ 
nition, motivation, learning, intelligence, attitudes, 
and behavior. .. . Even the most common studies 
by sociologists look at the attitudes and behaviors 
of individuals as measured by surveys and question¬ 
naires. It is an easily grasped and easily studied 
entity—the individual. And each study or act of re¬ 
search done from that perspective maintains, rein¬ 
forces, and recreates that common-sense construc¬ 
tion. 

The interventions that the leadership effectiveness studies 
suggest also support this individual-centeredness value, as not 
surprisingly they almost always involve some form of leader im¬ 
provement (that is, individual self-improvement). Therefore, a 
variety of leadership training seminars, skills workshops, discus¬ 
sion groups, and so on have been developed and tested because 
it is believed that by improving leaders, and leaders’ understand¬ 
ings of groups, group performance will be improved (for exam¬ 
ple, see Miner, 1979, regarding problem-centered leadership 
skills). A basic and generally unchallenged assumption that sup¬ 
ports this research and these interventions is that individuals 
(leaders) and/or groups want to improve themselves, although it 
is recognized that improve may mean different things to differ¬ 
ent individuals. However, insofar as I could tell, almost every¬ 
one assumes the “motivation” to improve and then differs on 
what intervention best fosters improvement. (It is important to 

6. Of course, this “scientism” is congruent with other core cultural 
values as "described in the methodology discussion in this chapter. 
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reiterate the point that the idea of researchers’ developing and 
testing interventions to improve group or organizational func¬ 
tioning is itself a cultural belief specifically related to the values 
ou med m this chapter-for example, the belief that it is not 
necessary to accept things as they are because it is always possi- 
ble to rede-ngn and change the world, the view that research will 
lead the way toward change, and the value of self-improvement.) 

If individuals determine what happens in group settings 
and some individuals are more powerful than others, then it fol 
ows that one focuses attention on the perspective of those indi¬ 
viduals who are believed to be in control. Therefore, the cul- 
ura va ue placed on the individual supports the researchers’ 
emphasis on the study of management, their views, perspectives 
e ationships (especially with subordinates), and so on as well as 
e researchers adoption of management’s perspective in fram- 
§ resea l ch questions. Even though the adoption of this per- 

Bittner' qUeS *° ned ^ Some marchers (for example, 

Bittner, 1974), it continues to guide and direct a great deal of 

eimTl98nr 7 u gr ° UP f fectiveness - For example, Schrie- 
sheim (1980) notes that nearly 75 percent of recent leadership 

research has focused on the leader-subordinate dyad rather than 
the work group despite well-established evidence of the impor¬ 
tance of group factors in interpersonal behavior. I suggest that 

* h , is - - no, jus, the fac, Z 

esearchers must please managers to have their research ac¬ 
cepted and supported but also to the fact that this approach 
supports the widespread cultural view not only of managers but 
also workers and researchers, that specific individuals do (or, at 
least, should) determine what happens in work group situations. 

also Jfe e / n f U u CenteredneSS ° f the American world view 
° affects . basic theoretical constructs in the literature on 

fs defined' 1VCneSS - ^ CXamplc ’ ^ isSUC ° f h ° W effectiveness 
defined appears to be greatly affected by these beliefs. In dis¬ 
cussing organizational effectiveness, Campbell (1977) and oth- 

thlt th" eXampIe ’ Ghor P ade > 1971; Scott, 1977) have suggested 
that there are two general models of the effectiveness construct 

n^rrr ors - goai - centered modeis and naturai s y*- 

tems models. In discussions of these models, researchers almost 
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always emphasize their differences, which has excluded recogni¬ 
tion of some fundamental similarities between these two orien- 

tatl ° n The goal-centered view has very obvious roots in individ¬ 
ual-centered beliefs. A primary assumption of this model is that 
a group or organization is composed of rational individuals who 
have agreed-upon goals that they wish to pursue, that these 
goals can be defined, and that criterion measures can be deve - 
oped to assess whether the goals have been achieved (Campbell 
1977). In this case, the group or organization is treated as tfi 
were an individual , subject to the same types of experimental 
measures of individual performance, competence, and «o on al¬ 
ready developed by psychological researchers (Campbell, 1977). 
In general, the research designs for studying work group effec¬ 
tiveness seem to enact this model-that is, the researcher as¬ 
sumes that the groups they create are composed of individuas 
who will respond rationally to the goals and structures set by 
the experimenter. Furthermore, it is assumed that measures can 
be developed to assess what the level of goal attainment is and 
this becomes the measure(s) of effectiveness. 

Systems models of group effectiveness are also rooted in 
American individual-centeredness. This core belief is most ob¬ 
vious as it has been used by researchers and practitioners to de¬ 
velop interventions to change groups or organizations m order 
to improve their effectiveness. It is believed that a group s ef¬ 
fectiveness will increase as more individuals in the group have an 
opportunity to “actualize” their goals as ^ “ to m ?? ta ? 
their integrity and uniqueness (Campbell, 1977; Beckhan , 
1969) The concern here is to create more possibilities for more 
individuals to be responsible for and make decisions about their 
actions. Such interventions as T-groups and sensitivity training, 
team building, process consultation, and participatory democ¬ 
racy flow from this basic belief. When investigators attempt to 
test the effectiveness of the specific interventions, they tend to 
utilize the above goal-oriented approach for designing the re¬ 
search and in this way the differences between goal and systems 
models of effectiveness seem to me to be much less than adver- 

tised. 
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Cummings (1977) takes the individual focus evident in 
the above models one step further by suggesting that an organi¬ 
zation can best be defined as “an instrument or an arena within 
which participants can engage in behavior they perceive as in¬ 
strumental to their goals” (pp. 59-60). According to this view, 
“an effective organization is one in which the greatest percent¬ 
age of participants perceive themselves as free to use the organi¬ 
zation and its subsystems as instruments for their own ends” 
(pp. 59-60). As Cummings notes, this definition is entirely psy¬ 
chological, as it very clearly makes the individual the center- 
piece of the construct. One of the interesting ideas that this ap¬ 
proach suggests is that “profitability and productivity” are no 
longer viewed as the goals of organizational effectiveness, but 
instead as the means to the end—that is, they make it possible 
for the organization to become a place for individuals to fulfill 
their needs. 

Researchers’ views and definitions of what constitutes 
group ineffectiveness are also related to the individual-centered- 
ness value. In general, the view seems to be that when group 
concerns (cohesiveness, maintenance, process) override the as¬ 
sumed ability and inclination of individuals to rationally delib¬ 
erate, evaluate, and examine issues, problems, and so on, then 
the group is believed to be ineffective, and decisions produced 
by it are thought to be defective. 7 One of the best examples is 
the phenomenon known as groupthink. Groupthink is described 
as the tendency of decision-making groups to focus on group in¬ 
volvement rather than on a function or task that is believed to 
seriously jeopardize the effectiveness and adequacy of group 
decision-making processes (Janis, 1972; Moorhead, 1982).Janis 
defines this phenomenon as “a mode of thinking that people en¬ 
gage in when they are deeply involved in a cohesive in-group, 
when the members’ strivings for unanimity override their moti- 

7. I am aware that a variety of researchers in the field of organiza¬ 
tional studies have questioned rational-human models of decision making. 
One of the most interesting critiques of this model, in my view, is offered 
by March and Olsen (1976). However, I did not observe that these cri¬ 
tiques have had any significant impact on the majority of studies reviewed 
in this chapter. 
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vation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action” (p. 
9). In Janis’s terms, cohesiveness seems to be implicated as the 
central cause of consensus-seeking tendencies in groups (Swap, 
1984). This high cohesiveness is related to a tendency of group 
members to become euphoric, to believe that the group is all- 
powerful and all-protective, and to the creation of an illusion of 
invulnerability. Along with this, members tend to develop 
stereotypic views of the opposition as weak, incompetent, or 
stupid; there is also an unquestioned belief in the group’s moral¬ 
ity, as well as a shared illusion of unanimity, direct pressure on 
any member who deviates coupled with self-censorship of devi¬ 
ations, and the emergence of self-appointed mindguards and 
collective efforts to rationalize in order to discount warnings 
(Janis, 1972). 

When group members adopt a group think mode of think¬ 
ing, then it is said that they are more likely to make highly risky 
decisions that are defective and sometimes dangerous because 
the group does not consider and evaluate alternatives as well as 
consequences of group decisions (see Janis, 1972; Swap, 1984). 
Janis believes that groups can avoid this groupthink phenome¬ 
non by opening the group up to the opinions of trusted asso¬ 
ciates while at the same time consciously bringing in experts to 
challenge members’ opinions. 

Janis focused his original analysis of groupthink on for¬ 
eign policy decisions including the Bay of Pigs invasion, the in¬ 
vasion of North Korea, and the lack of defense of Pearl Harbor. 
The value of this approach for understanding behavior in vari¬ 
ous everyday work contexts has recently been suggested by 
Manz and Sims (1982), who used it to analyze the potential for 
groupthink in autonomous work groups, using observational 
data collected in the study of a battery assembly plant in the 
southern United States. Moorhead (1982) also outlines the need 
for testing the groupthink hypothesis and relates this approach 
to previous group dynamics research, especially in the area of 
group cohesiveness. 

The effect of group norms/consensus/cohesiveness on in¬ 
dividual behavior in groups is, in fact, a major subtheme of re¬ 
search on group (includingworkgroup) effectiveness. Reflecting 
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the ambivalence that researchers feel about group as opposed 
to individual behavior, a variety of studies have focused on this 
issue (see Yetton and Bottger, 1982, for a brief review, as well 
as Swap, 1984). The general question is “To what extent is the 
quality of group performance above or below that of its mem¬ 
bers?” (Yetton and Bottger, 1982). Researchers have claimed 
that groups are superior to individuals in solving problems (at 
least certain types of problems), but some researchers have be¬ 
gun to question this view. The work of Janis (1972) and others 
(Swap, 1984) specifically examines what is viewed as the de¬ 
structive effect of groups on individuals, and many researchers 
have suggested that groups fail to reach their full potential be¬ 
cause of process losses” and “affective reactions of group 
members” (Birrell and White, 1982; Guzzo and Waters, 1982; 
Rohrbaugh, 1979, 1981; Steiner, 1972). 

Attempts to improve group effectiveness also reflect this 
ambivalence about the individual and the group. Consistent 
with the view that groups outperform individuals but suffer 
process losses and so on, a variety of interventions focus on im¬ 
proving group dynamics and structure. One approach that has 
received a great deal of attention in the recent literature is the 
nominal group technique (NGT). This approach very clearly at¬ 
tempts to structure and individualize” the decision-making 
process. Van de Ven (1974) suggests this in the following de¬ 
scription: 


Imagine a meeting room in which seven to 
ten individuals are sitting around a table in full 
view of each other. However, they are not speak¬ 
ing. Instead, each individual is writing ideas on a 
pad of paper in front of him. At the end of ten to 
twenty minutes, a very structured sharing of ideas 
takes place. Each individual in round-robin fashion 
provides one idea from his private list. This is writ¬ 
ten by a recorder on a blackboard or flip-chart in 
full view of other members. There is still no discus¬ 
sion, only the recording of privately generated 
ideas. This round-robin listing continues until each 
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member indicates he has, no further ideas to share. 

The output of this nominal process is the total set 
of ideas created by this structured process. Gener¬ 
ally, spontaneous discussion then follows for a 
period (in the same fashion as an interacting group 
meeting) before nominal voting. Nominal voting 
simply means that the selection of priorities, rank¬ 
ordering, or rating (depending on the group’s de¬ 
cision rule) is done by each individual privately, 
and the group decision is the pooled outcome of 
the individual votes [p. 2]. 

Recent attempts to evaluate the effectiveness of NGT include 
studies by Herbert and Yost (1979), Rohrbaugh (1981), Scott 
and Deadrick (1982), Stephenson, Michaelson, and Franklin 
(1982), and Willis (1979). Other approaches attempting to im¬ 
prove group dynamics and structure include the use of social 
judgment analysis (Rohrbaugh, 1979, 1981), team development 
(DeMeuse and Liebowitz, 1981; Hughes, Rosenbach, and Clover, 
1983; Woodman and Sherwood, 1980), problem-centered lead¬ 
ership (Miner, 1979); and quality circles (Stimson and Moss- 
burg, 1983; Wood, Hull, and Azumi, 1983). 

Questions about group effectiveness in general have also 
led to the development of interventions that restrict or elimi¬ 
nate face-to-face interaction and discussion among group mem¬ 
bers. The Delphi approach (Linstone and Turoff, 1975), which 
in general relies on rounds of questionnaires and information 
feedback, is an example of such an approach (see also Rohr¬ 
baugh, 1979). Birrell and White (1982) also review recent elec¬ 
tronic alternatives (such as video-teleconferencing) to groups 
meeting face-to-face and suggest that these interventions may be 
used to increase decision-making effectiveness (see also Johan¬ 
sen, Vallee, and Spangler, 1979). 

All of the above judgments made by researchers about 
the nature of group effectiveness and ineffectiveness seem to re¬ 
flect an American ambivalence about group activities. Ineffec¬ 
tiveness in most instances is associated with group process, af¬ 
fect, cohesion, and so on, and interventions are designed to 
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correct this emphasis, whereas effectiveness is equated with in¬ 
dividual responsibility. These definitions are also related to the 
second theoretical lens to be described here—the concern of 
most researchers with examining the content as opposed to the 
context or form of group activities. 

The assumption that “reality” is reducible to the sum of 
the “least particulars” that compose it is another important, 
though generally taken for granted, feature of the Western and 
specifically American world view (Schwartzman, 1977; see 
Grene, 1969, and Whyte, 1965, for extensive discussion of this 
point). Adopting this perspective, often referred to as atomism 
or particularism, the world is perceived as a world of things 
(objects, forces, individuals, events) that must be labeled, cate¬ 
gorized, and classified if understanding and eventual manipula¬ 
tion of them are to be achieved. Scientific typologies are elabo¬ 
rate expressions of this particular orientation, but it is evident 
as well in the central origin myth for this population. 

In the beginning God created the heaven and 
the earth. And the earth was without form, and 
void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. 

And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the 
waters. 

And God said, Let there be light: and there 
was light. And God saw the light, that it was good: 
and God divided the light from the darkness. And 
God called the light Day, and the darkness he 
called Night. And the evening and the morning 
were the first day. 

And God said, Let there be a firmament in 
the midst of the waters, and let it divide the waters 
from the waters. And God made the firmament, 
and divided the waters which were under the firma¬ 
ment from the waters which were above the firma¬ 
ment: and it was so. And God called the firmament 
Heaven. And the evening and the morning were the 
second day. 

And God said, Let the waters under the 



258 


Designing Effective Work Groups 


heavens be gathered together unto one place, and 
let the dry land appear: and it was so. And God 
called the dry land Earth, and the gathering to¬ 
gether of the waters called he Seas: and God saw 
that it was good [Genesis 1:1-10]. 

As pointed out by Bateson (1972) in his more extensive 
analysis of this myth, many of the fundamentals and problems 
of modern science are foreshadowed in this document. In par¬ 
ticular, the passage deals at length with the problem of the 
origin of order, and order is seen as a matter of sorting, divid¬ 
ing, classifying, and naming the things in the universe. It is espe¬ 
cially important to emphasize that these ordering acts are seen 
as unproblematic. 

Since Western science is a logical extension of this con¬ 
cern with naming and ordering the “things” in the world, it has 
been very difficult for researchers to move away from a concern 
with things to a study of contexts. It has been particularly diffi¬ 
cult for researchers to conceptualize relationships, patterns, 
and form as opposed to the more culturally congruent studies 
of content and substance. And when researchers do attempt to 
study context or process, they almost invariably transform it 
into entity (because “it” must be measured) (Schwartzman, 
1977). Furthermore, this concern with things is tied directly to 
the search for causes (determinants) as discussed earlier in this 
chapter. 8 As these views appear in the philosophical tradition 
known as positivism, which appears to support the majority of 
work effectiveness studies reviewed here, it is assumed that “all 
basic processes of nature lend themselves readily to unambigu¬ 
ous description, permanent classification, and scientific analysis 
according to a ‘linear’ conception of causality” (Toulmin, 1981, 
p. 361). 


8. I hope it is obvious that the different features of the American 
world view that I have described here are systematically related to one an¬ 
other and it is only for the purpose of emphasis that I have examined differ¬ 
ent features in the methodological and theoretical sections of this chapter. 
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This atomistic orientation expresses itself in the literature 
on work group effectiveness in several ways. For example, much 
of the work of researchers seems focused on categorization and 
classification efforts. Researchers have developed typologies for 
just about everything in their area of interest (for example, 
typologies of different types of groups, types of individuals’ 
types of learning styles, types of compatibilities, types of organ¬ 
izations). In conjunction with this, researchers develop and rely 
on elaborate classification and coding systems for scoring survey 
questionnaires or for observing behavior in groups (Bales and 
Cohen, 1979). Researchers also use decision problems or group 
tasks that require their “subjects” in experiments to atomize 
and rank “things”; for example, the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA) moon survival test seems to be 
very popular (Yetton and Bottger, 1982; Herbert and Yost, 
1979). 

Researchers have also been led by their own culture’s 
concern with the content and/or substance of group activities to 
ignore analyses that focus on the form or context of group ac¬ 
tivities. Most small-group and decision-making studies treat the 
group s defined task (to make a decision about something) as 
the thing that needs to be explained. However, this focus on 
group task or function has placed the social form that organizes 
most of these group activities in real-world settings (that is, the 
ordinary, everyday meeting) in the background, as it has’not 
been defined as a proper subject of study. When the context for 
group discussion is examined in studies, it is generally only by 
varying discussion formats to examine differences in task effec¬ 
tiveness (see the intervention studies discussed above). The fo¬ 
cus of this research, in my view, remains on the task or content 
of the group, not on the context. In this way, meetings have 
been used as tools for research on the variety of topics that 
guide this field-leadership effectiveness, structural effects, eval¬ 
uations of group effectiveness interventions, and so on. There¬ 
fore, while the literature seems crowded with the above types 
of studies, only a very few researchers have attempted to exam¬ 
ine the culturally patterned and highly significant social forms, 
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such as meetings, that organize the interaction of individuals in 
naturally occurring groups. 9 

Alternative Studies of Work Group Effectiveness 

It has been suggested here that in order to reorient re¬ 
search on work group effectiveness, it may be important for 
researchers to step away from their own cultural context. This 
is not easy to do, because it means questioning basic assump¬ 
tions about the nature of the world that are generally taken for 
granted. Nevertheless, it is my view as an anthropologist that 
new questions and approaches are most likely to be generated in 
the field of work group effectiveness studies by researchers con¬ 
sciously adopting culturally incongruent methodologies and the¬ 
oretical constructs in their investigations. If the field continues 
to pursue the well-worn research and theory paths that are now 
being traveled, I believe that the research will continue to pro¬ 
duce inconclusive results and always arguable causal statements 
about the content of group activities. This research will also, of 
course, continue to validate basic cultural premises about the 
nature of the world and the place of our species in it, which 
may be its most important function. 

However, if researchers wish to generate new ideas and 
new approaches for the study of work group effectiveness, 
then I suggest that they may have to move into foreign (exotic) 
methodological and theoretical territory. Some of the directions 
that have been suggested in this chapter are as follows: 

1. A move away from reliance on experimental models 
and the search for deterministic relationships that has domi¬ 
nated most of the research in this field. This change should also 
move researchers away from the use of attitude surveys and 
toward the use of participant observation and ethnography for 
studying naturally occurring groups. The importance of such a 
shift for the entire organizational behavior field has been pointed 

9. A more extensive analysis of the meeting as a neglected social 
form in organizational studies is presented in Schwartzman (1981, 1984, 
forthcoming). 
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out by several researchers, including Sayles (1973), Mintzberg 
(1973, 1979), Weick (1979), and Van Maanen (1979, 1983). 
The importance of such a shift for the specific study of work 
group or organizational effectiveness has been less readily rec¬ 
ognized and, based on my review of the literature, rarely imple¬ 
mented, although Campbell called for a move toward more 
observational studies in 1977: “There have been very few obser¬ 
vational studies of what organizations actually do. Perhaps this 
is a mistaken impression, but behavioral scientists interested in 
organizations (with the exception of some sociologists, perhaps) 
seem to have lost their powers of observation. We are neck deep 
in questionnaires, but observations of actual behavior are rare” 
(P- 51)- 

What could these observational studies produce? First 
and most importantly, these should be ethnographic observa¬ 
tions of actual work groups where the central aim of the meth¬ 
od is to understand another way of life from the native point 
of view” (Spradley, 1980, p. 3). A variety of models for the col¬ 
lection of this type of data have been suggested, but methods 
outlined in Spradley (1979, 1980) and Agar (1980) and used re¬ 
cently by Gregory (1983) in a study of organizational culture 
would seem to be most relevant for research on work groups. 
Adopting an ethnographic approach to work group studies 
would allow researchers to produce in-depth descriptions of the 
meanings that work activities have to participants. In conjunc¬ 
tion with this, attention could be focused on the participants’ 
(natives’) criteria of work group effectiveness. Almost all re¬ 
searchers in this area seem to have imposed their own criteria of 
work group effectiveness onto the groups that they have stud¬ 
ied (criteria such as task performance, task completion, goal at¬ 
tainment, productivity, and decision quality) without consider- 
ing the fact that the members of a work group may have their 
own very different views of what constitutes “work” as well as 
effectiveness. This information would seem particularly 

10. It would seem that the Hawthorne studies, especially research 
conducted in the bank wiring observation room, would have underlined 
the importance of understanding workers’ perceptions of “work” and “ef- 
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important to collect for individuals wishing to improve or 
change work group activities. Ethnographic fieldwork methods 
are particularly well suited for collecting and analyzing this type 
of data. 

Ethnographic observational studies would also be able to 
document the processes of problem setting and problem solving 
that actually occur in organizational settings. As revealed in this 
review of the literature, current studies continue to build into 
the design of experiments the idea that all groups approach 
“problems” and “problem solving” in a rational, linear, and sys¬ 
tematic fashion (Starbuck, 1982). In contrast, ethnographic ob¬ 
servations would be specifically designed to produce rich, con¬ 
textually “thick” descriptions of the actual problem-solving 
processes adopted by particular work groups. I would also sug¬ 
gest that these studies be specifically designed not to prove, 
test, predict, or change anything. If organizations act in order to 
discover what they are doing, as Weick (1977) has suggested, 
then researchers must be allowed to conduct research in order 
to discover what they have been studying. Ethnographic meth¬ 
ods come closest to facilitating this activity, and if it sounds 
strange to adopt this as a research approach, it is only because 
it violates basic cultural premises (already outlined in this chap¬ 
ter) about what the goal of scientific research should be. 

2. A move away from the individual-centeredness of 
most theoretical constructs utilized in this field. Researchers 
must begin to develop and use constructs that do not locate the 
source of control and power in organizations in individuals, and 
that do not view the organization as if it is an individual subject 
to the same measures already developed for assessing individual 
motives, goals, and so on. Studies of group norms, work group 
climate and organizational culture (see Smircich (1983) for a re¬ 
cent review) attempt to move in this direction, but in my view 


fectiveness,” but unfortunately, detailed documentation of the activities 
of work groups is still the exception, not the rule, in the field of organiza¬ 
tional research. W. F. Whyte has recently observed that Management and 
the Worker (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939) “remains unsurpassed for 
detailed, systematic observational records of the behavior of work groups” 
(1978, p. 418). 
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they have been specifically hampered by the tendency of re¬ 
searchers, as described above, to treat the organization or group 
as if it were an individual or a collection of individuals (for 
example, use of aggregated individual scores to describe subunit 
and organizational characteristics), as well as the atomistic ori¬ 
entation of most researchers that leads them to continually 
transform process concepts into entities for measurement pur¬ 
poses (see Schwartzman, 1977). 

It is also important in this regard to begin to question the 
cultural assumption that individuals want to improve their ef¬ 
fectiveness and more generally to attempt to understand why 
effectiveness is such a common problem “setting” (see Schon, 
1979) for individuals involved with work T-groups in American 
society. In one sense it is a predictable problem, given the cul¬ 
tural lenses described here, as the problem can conveniently be 
located m individuals, or in work groups that are treated as if 
they are individuals. As these lenses focus attention on the 
problem of effectiveness, they also lead to solutions that focus 
on improving individual or group productivity efficiency, moti¬ 
vation, satisfaction, and so on. Alternative problem settings 
either do not seem possible, or they do not seem natural. For 
example, Weick s (1977) suggestion that effective organizations 
are garrulous, clumsy, superstitious, hypocritical, monstrous, 
wandering, and grouchy seems to directly contradict typical 
understandings of effectiveness. It has this effect, in my view, 
because Weick is presenting a culturally incongruent view of ef¬ 
fectiveness, and this makes it a potentially useful way to re¬ 
frame our research as well as practical problems regarding work 
groups. 

This issue is also set very differently in organizations in 
other cultures where, for example, the harmony of work groups 
may become a major goal. This point has been made in a variety 
of publications on Japanese companies, but it is probably best 
understood and illustrated in Thomas Rohlen’s ethnography of 
a Japanese bank (1978). This study is also particularly useful 
because it illustrates the value of using ethnographic observa¬ 
tions (as discussed above) for generating alternative views of 
work group relationships and effectiveness. 
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3. Alternative studies that would not attempt to under- 
stand and conceptualize group forms, processes , and relation¬ 
ships as if they were entities, thus avoiding the perpetuation of 
the focus on group tasks that dominates this field. When con¬ 
tent is given precedence over form, then this leaves us with 
many interesting theories and prescriptions about decision mak¬ 
ing, leadership, conflict resolution, and ways to solve problems, 
but it also leaves us without a theory of meetings as the most 
common social organizing form in organizations. Alternative 
studies suggested here include making meetings the topic of 
research interest as opposed to using meetings as a tool for re¬ 
search on other subjects. The functions and uses of meetings for 
individuals and especially for groups and organizations would be 
of specific concern here. 

A major question guiding this research would be: What do 
we know about the impact of the meeting as a social form on 
naturally occurring work groups? For the most part, researchers 
have acted as if meetings were a sort of “blank slate” organiza¬ 
tional structure that individuals can use to make decisions, dis¬ 
cuss issues, solve problems, and so forth. The content (or task) 
of the meeting is assumed to be the reason for its existence. As 
a social form, however, it has typically been assumed that the 
meeting has no particular effect on a group or organization’s ac¬ 
tivity; it is simply there to be used by individuals. The fact that 
individuals may use meetings for a variety of purposes (for 
example, the “hidden agenda” phenomenon) has, of course, 
been recognized (see Bradford, 19 "76). American individual- 
centered beliefs would seem to dictate this view as well as the 
interventions that have been designed to “deal” with it. How¬ 
ever, the idea that meetings may be important forms for groups 
and organizations precisely because they provide individuals 
with opportunities to engage in a variety of expressive activities 
(while they appear to be engaged in instrumental behavior) has 
been less readily recognized (busy as most practitioners and re¬ 
searchers seem to be in correcting “process losses” and other 
expressive “problems” in groups). 

Even more importantly, the fact that meetings as a social 
form use individuals to accomplish a variety of organizational or 
group ends is rarely considered. For example, if we assume that 
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organizations need meetings because they are important sym¬ 
bols of organizational activity, then new research questions 
emerge. Our focus is no longer on examining the content of 
meetings but rather on attempting to understand how organiza¬ 
tions. or groups generate meetings and what purposes these 
meetings serve. In other words, interest is no longer centered on 
studying how or whether meetings allow individuals to achieve 
their specific ends but instead on understanding how a group or 
organization uses individuals to achieve group ends. This view 
relates in some ways to systems models of organizational effec¬ 
tiveness as discussed above, but it does not assume that the 
meeting exists in order to make a decision. In fact, it suggests 
the opposite—that is, that the decision exists because it makes a 
meeting. In other words, I am suggesting that research investiga¬ 
tions might profit by reversing the content-focused and cultur¬ 
ally congruent view that suggests that meetings exist in order to 
facilitate such activities as making decisions. This reversal sug¬ 
gests that individuals in groups or organizations need to make 
decisions, or to develop or create problems or crises, because 
these are occasions for meetings, and groups and organizations 
(especially certain groups and organizations) need meetings be¬ 
cause it is through the meeting that the group or organization 
creates and maintains itself. 11 

The implications of this anthropological critique and the 
alternative directions that have been suggested in this chapter 
are several. The alternative methodologies suggested here would 
provide participants as well as planners of work groups with a 
way to discover and describe the meaning of work for actors in 
specific work groups. This approach would counter the ten¬ 
dency described earlier for researchers to continually investigate 
and impose their own categories and meaning systems on the 
groups that they have studied. 

One of the most important implications of this approach 


11. Campbell, Daft, and Hulin (1982) include a number of inter¬ 
esting reversals, some of which are related to the approach suggested here, 
in their analysis and review of research questions in the field of organiza¬ 
tional behavior-for example, “Under what conditions do leader character¬ 
istics contribute to group performance?” becomes “Under what conditions 
does group performance proceed independently of the leaders?” (p. 53). 
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is that it does not present recipes for “how to” improve work 
group effectiveness. Instead, it raises a number of questions that 
typically are not raised in the literature because of the cultural 
lenses outlined here. New questions may not seem very helpful 
to practitioners in this field who may be looking for specific 
answers to improvement questions. However, it has been sug¬ 
gested here that the field of work group effectiveness does not 
need more answers to the same questions that have continued 
to guide this area of study. Instead, it is my view that this field 
needs to develop some way to generate new questions as well as 
problem frames. The following are examples of the kinds of 
questions that this particular critique raises: 

• How do specific work groups define work, effectiveness, and 

improvement ? 

• What evidence do we have that groups/individuals want to 
improve their effectiveness? 

• Are individuals responsible for group activities? 

• How do social forms such as meetings control and affect 
what happens in organizations? 

• Do meetings exist because they facilitate making decisions or 
solving problems; or do decisions and problems exist because 
they generate meetings? 

• Should interventions be directed to individuals? 

• Should interventions be directed to the content or form of 
group activity? 

• How might “ineffective” activities actually be valuable for 
individuals, groups, or the entire organizational system? 

• Is effectiveness the way to set our research problem? 

Conclusion 

In reviewing the literature for this paper, I was struck by 
the fact that many researchers lament the lack of agreement 
among studies about basic definitions, measurements, perspec¬ 
tives, and so on. For example, on the related issue of organiza¬ 
tional effectiveness, Scott (1977) begins as follows: ‘After 
reviewing a good deal of the literature on organizational effec- 
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tiveness and its determinants, I have reached the conclusion that 
this topic is one about which we know less and less. There is dis¬ 
agreement about what properties or dimensions are encom¬ 
passed by the concept of effectiveness. There is disagreement 
about who does or should set the criteria to be employed in as¬ 
sessing effectiveness. There is disagreement about what indi¬ 
cators are to be used in measuring effectiveness. And there is a 
disagreement about what features of organizations should be 
examined in accounting for observed differences in effective¬ 
ness” (pp. 63-64). 

In contrast to this view, I was struck not by the differ¬ 
ences across studies but by their similarities: the uniformity of 
methodological approach as well as specific methods used, the 
recurring questions asked as well as question frames, the similar 
approach taken to defining basic theoretical constructs. I be¬ 
lieve this is what led me to examine what I have discussed here 
as the cultural lenses that affect how researchers are looking at 
their research topic, in this case work group effectiveness. I be¬ 
lieve that it is these generally unrecognized cultural lenses that 
produce the uniformities that I see. Individuals working spe¬ 
cifically within this field, as it currently constitutes itself, are 
not generally aware of these lenses, and so when they scan the 
literature, they tend to see diversity and worse—confusion, con¬ 
tradiction, a hodgepodge of theories, methods, and results. This 
anthropological analysis of the literature has been suggestive of 
an alternative view of this research field. Unless researchers are 
content to let their research continue to validate, but rarely 
challenge, core cultural premises, it is important to begin to 
examine some of these alternatives. 
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Responsibility 
and Effort 
in Organizations 

Bibb Latane 


Organizations, like individual human beings, have distinct iden¬ 
tities, and in the form of corporations, they have the same kinds 
of legal rights and responsibilities as individuals, including being 
able to do business, own property, enter into contracts, and 
make profits. 

In economic competition with individuals, however, or¬ 
ganizations almost always win, because they have many advan¬ 
tages. Organizations provide for the multiplication of human 
effort-by assigning many people to the same tasks, much more 
can be done than if only one person were doing it all. They also 
allow for an efficient division of labor—by assigning different 
people to different tasks, people can specialize in those things 
they do best, leading to greater concentration of skill. Like indi¬ 
viduals, organizations have stability, and because they are not 
subject to the same biological and physical constraints that face 
any single person, they can act continuously and simultaneously 
at several locations over considerable periods of time, certainly 
beyond the life span of any one person. 

Research reported in this chapter was supported by grants from the 
National Science Foundation and the Office of Naval Research. I thank 
John Levine and Richard Moreland for helpful suggestions on an earlier 
draft. 
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Organizations, because they can take advantage of the ef¬ 
forts of many individuals, have overwhelming competitive ad¬ 
vantages as compared with single individuals, and they have pro¬ 
liferated. Today in the United States and to a lesser extent in 
other societies, it is almost impossible for an individual to func¬ 
tion productively except as a member of a formal organization. 
But this should not be taken to imply that organizations as they 
function today are an efficient way to use the human and other 
resources available to them. 

Tasks within organizations are done by individuals, but 
often they are defined, accomplished, and evaluated in a social 
context. Frequently this involves groups, which may range from 
temporary to permanent, informal to formal, with varying de¬ 
grees of role differentiation and specification of rules, norms, 
and goals. In any case, this social context can have profound, 
and as yet poorly understood, effects on the quality of individ¬ 
ual effort. 

For the last ten years, a number of colleagues and I have 
been studying these consequences. We have discovered a perva¬ 
sive tendency for individuals to exert less effort when working 
in groups than when alone, a process we have labeled social 
loafing. 

In order for an organization to function successfully, it 
must effectively mobilize and direct the efforts of the individ¬ 
uals who comprise it. Explicit reward structures provide salaries, 
commissions, bonuses, expense accounts, and other perquisites 
—subordinates, access to facilities, and so on. The degree to 
which these rewards are or should be contingent on the fulfill¬ 
ment of explicit goals, the performance of specific levels of ac¬ 
tivity, or the achievement of specified levels of success has been 
a matter of debate in the organizational literature and by the 
management of organizations. 

One school of thought seems to be that the greater the 
degree of actual or perceived contingency between individual 
effort and reward, the better-so people will know what is ex¬ 
pected of them, believe they have control over their own out¬ 
comes, and see the system as fair. A second school, however, 
might claim that explicit links between performance and reward 
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stifle initiative and undercut the development of responsibility. 
Commission systems based solely on individual sales can lead 
sales personnel to concentrate exclusively on customer relations 
and neglect the collective backstage tasks of stocking the shelves 
and maintaining inventory records. More generally, explicit re¬ 
ward structures may interfere with the development of a sense 
of individual responsibility to be aware of and to contribute to 
solving the needs of the organization. 

If precise and complete job descriptions for every mem¬ 
ber of an organization can be specified in advance, if the appro¬ 
priate reward for every likely individual input can be identified, 
and if these are likely to remain stable in the face of changing 
circumstances, as in the case of many repetitive tasks, it may 
make sense to develop and elaborate organizational manuals of 
goals and reward contingencies. More usually, however, organi¬ 
zations must function in an unstable environment with changing 
job requirements, and an alternative approach—enlisting to the 
maximum extent possible the alertness, ingenuity, creativity, 
good judgment, and responsibility of each of its members-may 
be far preferable. 

The question for this chapter, then, is to consider how a 
sense of individual responsibility may be mobilized, encour¬ 
aged, and allowed to flourish in organizations. The dilemma for 
organizations is that they are so often explicitly designed to 
limit the individual assumption of initiative and responsibility. 


Scientific Background 

For the past twenty years, I have been involved in re¬ 
search on responsibility—how it is aroused and what happens 
when it is shared with other people. My interest in the problem 
originated with the murder of Kitty Genovese. As you will no 
doubt remember, although this murder on the streets of the 
Kew Gardens section of Queens elicited little attention by it¬ 
self (it was reported the next day in a single paragraph on page 
57 of the New York Times), it received national prominence 
when it was discovered that thirty-eight people had watched 
and done nothing while she was stalked and killed. The appar- 
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ent apathy and indifference of these thirty-eight witnesses scan¬ 
dalized the nation and the story, now front page news, became 
the journalistic sensation of 1964. 

Social Inhibition of Bystander Intervention. The horror 
with which the case was met belied the usual explanation for it 
-that people really do not care about the fate of their fellows. 

It was left to John Darley and myself to suggest that the fea¬ 
ture of the story that made it so newsworthy—that not just one 
or two, but thirty-eight people had watched and done nothing 
contained within it a possible explanation for the facts. If each 
of the thirty-eight, isolated in his or her own apartment, was 
aware that others also were witnesses to the event, each may 
have felt a lessened sense of personal responsibility to shoulder 
the onus of action. 

In a series of laboratory studies in which realistic, involv¬ 
ing emergencies were created, bystanders were consistently 
more likely to respond if they were the sole person available to 
help than if others were also present. The social inhibition of 
bystander intervention in emergencies, discovered by Latane 
and Darley (1970), has proved to be an extraordinarily robust 
phenomenon (Latane and Nida, 1981). 

Although several psychological processes may contribute 
to the widespread tendency for people witnessing an emergency 
individually to be more likely to intervene than those who see 
it together, diffusion of responsibility is certainly one. Accord¬ 
ing to this idea, individuals are less likely to behave responsibly 
if the responsibility is shared. The process is not limited to 
emergencies. Similar effects have been repeatedly reported for 
such behaviors as answering the telephone or a knock on the 
door, tipping in restaurants, performing before audiences, at¬ 
tending town meetings, voting, and working. 

Social Impact Theory. The diffusion of responsibility can 
be understood within the larger context of my theory of social 
impact (Latane, 1981), which deals with how an individual’s 
physiological states, subjective feelings, motives, emotions, cog¬ 
nitions, beliefs, values, and behavior are affected by the pres¬ 
ence or actions of other people in his or her environment. When 
others are the source of impact and the individual the target, 
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impact should be a multiplicative function of the strength, im¬ 
mediacy, and number of other people, / = S*I*N. Thus, the 
more people who need help, the more responsibility you may 
feel to provide it. Further, impact is a power function of the 
number of people involved, with an exponent less than one, 
/ = snK This means that there is a marginally decreasing effect of 
adding more persons to a social setting. Finally, however, when 
others share with you the impact of outside events, as when 
many people are exposed to the plight of a victim in distress, 
their impact and the responsibility for dealing with them should 
be diffused or divided, and thereby reduced, / = sN~ f . 

In many work settings, one or more individuals are sub¬ 
jected to pressures to work hard from management and from 
their supervisors. According to social impact theory, we should 
expect a decrease in individual effort in such circumstances as a 
function of the number of other persons who are also responsi¬ 
ble for the work to be done. In other words, responsibility is 
diffused throughout the group and each individual exerts less 
effort than he or she would if alone. 

Social Loafing. It is commonly believed that when peo¬ 
ple engage in collective activity, as when they perform together 
in work groups, task forces, and teams in organizations, team 
spirit can spur individual effort and enhance productivity. Some 
social psychological theorists and many of those who advocate 
reorganizing industrial production to focus on work groups as¬ 
sume that the presence of other people encourages greater out¬ 
put by each one. Not necessarily so. Decreasing individual effort 
with increasing group size-a phenomenon I call social loafing- 
has been a consistent finding of a program of research initiated 
with Steve Harkins and Kipling Williams (Latane, Williams, and 
Harkins, 1979). Since much productive activity is performed in 
collectives, social loafing has obvious implications for societies, 
both developing and developed, that are concerned about pro¬ 
ductivity and its impact on the quality of life of its citizens. 

The earliest research evidence of social loafing is an un¬ 
published study by a German student of industrial psychology 
named Ringelmann, reported by Moede in 1927. Ringelmann 
simply asked German workers to pull on a rope, alone, in pairs, 
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in trios, and in groups of eight. Rope pulling is a simple, well- 
learned skill and can be considered a maximizing, unitary, and 
additive task, according to Steiner’s (1972) classification. For a 
maximizing task, success depends on how much or how rapidly 
something is accomplished and presumably on how much effort 
is expended. A unitary task cannot be divided into separate sub¬ 
tasks—all members work together doing the same thing and no 
division of labor is possible. In an additive task, group success 
depends on the sum of the individual efforts, rather than on the 
performance of any subset of members. 

These characteristics of rope pulling lead one to expect 
the force exerted on a rope to be directly proportional to the 
number of people pulling on it. However, Ringelmann found 
that dyads pulled only 93 percent of their potential capacity 
while trios pulled 85 percent and groups of eight a mere 49 per¬ 
cent. When more individuals pull on a rope, the total force in¬ 
creases but the amount per person decreases. Some of this inef¬ 
ficiency can be attributed to the failure of people working 
together to coordinate their efforts optimally, so that the whole 
is not as great as the sum of the parts. Some, however, results 
from the fact that workers may reduce their efforts when work¬ 
ing together, so that the parts themselves are smaller (Ingham, 
Levinger, Graves, and Peckman, 1974). 

The existence of such gross inefficiency in such a simple 
form of collective effort led Williams, Harkins, and me to ini¬ 
tiate a series of studies to see whether it can be reduced or re¬ 
versed (Latane, Williams, and Harkins, 1979). For many of our 
studies, we have chosen noise production as our task instead of 
rope pulling. Making noise by shouting or by clapping is an ef¬ 
fortful task that is maximizing, unitary, and additive. In addi¬ 
tion, it does not involve any training and can be done without 
fatigue for a considerable period of time. Finally, the develop¬ 
ment of sophisticated battery-operated stereophonic tape re¬ 
corders and sound level meters has made it possible to control 
experimental administration precisely and to record the actual 
amount (not just the psychological perception) of physical ef¬ 
fort exerted without the necessity for cumbersome laboratory 
equipment. As we shall see, this has allowed us to study social 
loafing around the world. 
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CAPS Panelists: A 

On a number of weekday afternoons in March and April 
1984, forty-eight pairs of college students came to the Institute 
for Research in Social Science, located in the heart of the 
Chapel Hill campus of the University of North Carolina (UNC), 
for an hour of shouting and clapping. They shouted and clapped, 
not from enthusiasm or desire, but because it was one of a num¬ 
ber of tasks associated with their part-time job—being a “profes¬ 
sional” respondent in the UNC Computer-Administered Panel 
Survey (CAPS), an omnibus research facility administered by 
the institute and discussed more fully below. 

Told that we were interested in the effect of sensory 
feedback on noise production and that they were to try to 
make as much noise as they could, individually and in pairs, 
they donned earphones and blindfolds (to control sensory feed- 
backhand completed a series of thirty-two trials of shouting and 
clapping. For each trial, a tape-recorded voice announced over 
their individual earphones who was to perform (“A alone,” “B 
alone,” or “A and B” together) and whether they were to shout 
or clap. This was followed by a countdown and the prerecorded 
sound of six people shouting and clapping (justified as a means 
of holding sensory feedback constant). The prerecorded feed¬ 
back was just loud enough to keep each participant from hear¬ 
ing the other perform, which had the desirable effects of pre¬ 
venting the development of group norms and of keeping each 
person from realizing that on the trials for which they believed 
they were performing with their partner, they were actually 
performing alone. 

In order to separate losses due to faulty coordination and 
sound cancellation from those resulting from reduced individual 
effort, we devised a procedure for allowing participants to shout 
and clap either alone or in “pseudopairs” in which they thought 
another person was shouting with them, but they actually per¬ 
formed alone. With the aid of the stereophonic tape recorder, 
each person heard somewhat different instructions over their in¬ 
dividual earphones. Under the pseudopair condition, one indi¬ 
vidual hears that both partners are to shout or clap together but 
the other hears that only the one is to perform. Therefore, the 
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focal individual works believing that the other is also working 
too. These trials can be compared with others where each par¬ 
ticipant works and thinks he or she is working alone, and any 
differences must be due to changes in effort rather than coordi¬ 
nation loss, since in all cases, only one person is actually making 
noise. 

The actual amount of noise participants produced was 
measured on a sound level meter and the decibel units (scaled to 
reflect the perceived loudness of sound) were transformed to 
dynes/cm 2 (scaled to reflect the physical energy involved in 
producing it). Finally, as our measure of social loafing, we cal¬ 
culated the amount of noise produced when individuals believed 
their partner was working with them as a percentage of their 
loudness when they thought they were working alone. 

It was no surprise to us—we had done similar versions of 
this study a number of times before with the same result—to 
discover that participants made more noise when they shouted 
and clapped alone than when they believed others were working 
with them. Females produced only 95 percent as much noise 
when shouting or clapping in pairs compared to when they per¬ 
formed alone, and the loafing ratio for males was only 89 per¬ 
cent. Both these percentages are significantly lower than 100 
and reflect the degree of reduced motivation from having only 
one other person with whom the responsibility for working is 
shared. 

What leads individuals to loaf? One possibility is that peo¬ 
ple have learned from their previous group involvement that 
other people are likely to shirk, and therefore they decrease 
their own effort in groups in order to maintain equity. How¬ 
ever, asking individuals who have never participated in social 
loafing experiments how they think others will behave does not 
support this hypothesis. Overwhelmingly, individuals predict 
that others will try harder in groups. 

An alternative possibility is that participants may have 
learned to conserve their energy for the times when they were 
asked to make noise alone. In an experiment designed to test 
this hypothesis, however, participants who always worked in 
groups produced less noise than those who always worked 
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alone, suggesting that they were using a minimizing, rather than 
an allocational, strategy (Harkins, Latane, and Williams, 1980). 

Another explanation for social loafing in groups and or¬ 
ganizations is that individual outcomes are less Contingent on 
their inputs. On a collective task, each individual receives only 
1/Nth unit of extra reward for each unit of his or her extra ef¬ 
fort, while receiving a free bonus of 1/JVth extra reward for the 
efforts of everyone else. By decreasing their input while exhort¬ 
ing others to increase theirs, individuals can increase their rela¬ 
tive reward/cost ratio. Support for this line of thought comes 
from experiments in which participants were led to believe that 
their relative contributions could be individually identified, 
virtually eliminating social loafing (Williams, Harkins, and La¬ 
tane, 1981). 

I have now talked about social loafing on dozens of occa¬ 
sions to hundreds of people. Many of them, thinking about how 
little intrinsic value shouting and clapping have for most of us, 
wonder whether the phenomenon would hold up with more in¬ 
teresting tasks or in more involving social settings. A common 
reaction is to say, “Well, maybe, but if you had a task that was 
more interesting, or if success made more difference, you 
wouldn’t get the effect.” My first response usually is to point 
out that jobs in many organizations lack intrinsic interest, so 
that noisemaking may not be such a bad analog to the daily 
work life of their employees. My second response, however, has 
been to keep an ear open for opportunities to explore this ques¬ 
tion. 


Cheering Cheerleaders 

For one short week early every summer, hundreds of 
bubbly young beauties bounce into Chapel Hill for the start of 
cheerleaders camp, one of a series of programs for high and 
junior high school athletes from across North Carolina and the 
South. Dressed each in her distinctive school uniform, they at¬ 
tend sessions on the tactics and techniques of cheerleading, 
roam the streets of the village in groups, and occasionally break 
out in spontaneous outbursts of enthusiastic noisemaking. For 
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most of these girls, this week is the apex of a brief but intense 
stage of life during which the ability to make noise and gener¬ 
ate enthusiasm is the key to helping their athletic teams win 
glory for their schools and to achieving their own social identity. 

Although for most of the rest of us, the ability to make 
lots of noise by yelling or clapping our hands together is not 
highly valued and the activity not highly rewarding, for these 
young cheerleaders, temporarily at least, it is. If social loafing is 
a phenomenon that occurs only for tasks viewed as unimportant 
and meaningless, cheerleaders should not loaf. If people loaf 
only on tasks motivated simply by obedience to a supervisor, 
cheerleaders should not loaf when they are competing for rec¬ 
ognition. Finally, if loafing occurs only when responsibility is 
shared with strangers, cheerleaders should especially not loaf 
when their friends are dependent on them to win. 

With the cooperation of the camp directors, Charles and 
Rebecca Hardy and I set out to test these implications. Building 
on earlier work with cheerleaders by Hardy and Perry Prest- 
holdt, we used the noisemaking task described above to find out 
exactly how cheering cheerleaders can be. 

Three questions guided this experiment. Do people loaf 
on tasks that are important and involving to them or just on 
ones they find trivial, meaningless, or menial? Would the pres¬ 
ence of competitive motives, either individual or group, help 
arouse collective orientations and thus reduce or reverse the ten¬ 
dency to loaf when working with others? Do people loaf only 
when responsibility is shared with strangers, or does being joint¬ 
ly responsible with friends reduce the effect? 

The most attractive and perky member of our research 
team approached cheerleaders in their dormitory and asked 
them to “give us a hand for about twenty minutes so that we 
might measure how loud you cheer.” Almost all who were 
asked agreed, and they were ushered, two at a time, into a small 
room furnished with a screen and two chairs. They were asked 
to shout and clap, alone and in pseudopairs, using the same in¬ 
structions and procedures as in the CAPS study described 
above, for three practice and thirty-two regular trials. 

During a rest period following this first series of trials and 
before starting the second, cheerleaders heard one of three an- 
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nouncements designed to induce either individual or group com¬ 
petitiveness. A randomly assigned third of the teams were told, 
“I should mention that we are keeping track of who is the best 
individual performer and at the end of camp, we are going to 
announce the six winners. I know you would like to be among 
the six best, so let’s go one more series and really try” (individ¬ 
ual competition). A second third were told that we were keep¬ 
ing track of “the best team” and that we would be announcing 
“the three best teams” (team competition). The final thi)rd 
heard simply that “we are keeping track of your performances. 

I know you want to do the best you can, so please shout ahd 
clap as loud as you can” (no competition). 

Cheerleaders were recruited so that half the twenty-four 
pairs were wearing uniforms and came from the same high 
school cheerleading squad and half were from different schools. 
Conversations and postexperimental questionnaires confirmed 
that girls wearing the same uniforms knew each other well, Un¬ 
like girls from different squads. 

Girls seemed to enjoy the task, although they found it tir¬ 
ing, and they produced prodigious quantities of sound, espe¬ 
cially when shouting. The average shout, from a distance of four 

feet, was _ decibels (21.4 dynes), far louder than the sound 

of a New York subway train as heard from the platform. Noise 
production increased continuously throughout the series of 
sixty-four trials, presumably with practice and the reduction‘of 
any initial inhibitions about making undue amounts of noise, j 

Although girls seemed very excited about the chance to 
earn recognition for their cheering and although they made sig¬ 
nificantly more noise in the second block of trials after the in¬ 
duction of competition, they did so equally in the different 
experimental conditions, suggesting that competition did riot 
itself affect their performance. The introduction of the oppor¬ 
tunity for either individual or group competition also had no 
effect on social loafing. 

As with CAPS participants and consistent with all pur 
previous research, there was a strong and significant effect of 
the social context of performance—cheerleaders who thought 
they were cheering together produced only 92 percent as mpch 
noise as cheerleaders cheering alone. Thus there is social loafing, 
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even when people perform a task that is meaningful and impor¬ 
tant to them. 

Finally, although there was a hint of a difference in the 
degree of social loafing between girls who were paired with an¬ 
other person from their own team and those who were paired 
with a stranger, this difference was in the opposite direction to 
that we had anticipated. Cheerleaders loafed more with their 
own squad mates, making noise at only 90 percent of their 
alone rate, compared with a 94 percent rate when working with 
a girl from a different school. 

I am not entirely certain how to interpret this finding, 
because I do not know just how cheerleaders from different 
squads regarded each other. A cynical view would hold that girls 
were more willing to take advantage of their friends than they 
were of strangers because it was somehow “safer” and less likely 
to lead to negative repercussions in the future. A more charita¬ 
ble interpretation is that girls regarded their partners, with their 
similar backgrounds, interests, and aspirations, as “friends-to- 
be” and, hoping to be ingratiating, were less likely to slough off 
the responsibility of working hard on them. 

The conclusion reached in this study is that social loafing 
is not restricted to tasks that are seen as unimportant or mean¬ 
ingless or that lack intrinsic interest, and even if it were, it 
would still have negative effects on the productivity of organi¬ 
zations that have to impose some ration of such tasks on their 
employees. Although the introduction of competitive motives 
or of the opportunity to work with people with whom one has 
an ongoing relationship may in future studies prove to moderate 
social loafing, the present results provide no reason to believe 
they will be a panacea, or at least an easy panacea to administer. 
Nonetheless, I believe that social loafing can be overcome with 
changes in how group tasks are structured, a belief that receives 
some support from research on social loafing in India. 

Indian Friends 

Social loafing has been studied most extensively in West¬ 
ern societies, in which people are highly achievement oriented 
and work in an economic system that almost exclusively re- 
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wards individual as opposed to group effort. In addition, they 
live in a culture that places a high value on rugged individual¬ 
ism, self-reliance, and individual responsibility. The Protestant 
work ethic, so prevalent in the United States, emphasizes hard 
work and individual accomplishment; even in team sports, in¬ 
dividual achievement is singled out for praise. It is possible 
that social loafing is a result of, and therefore limited to, par¬ 
ticular cultural influences that reinforce effort in individual 
rather than group settings. 

On the other hand, social loafing may be a consequence 
of more general biological forces. If exertion of effort is physi¬ 
cally tiring, unpleasant, or painful, individuals may have a ten¬ 
dency to economize on effort when possible. Economizing is 
likely to result when one’s effort cannot be distinguished from 
that of others in the group and when all group members share 
equally in the outcomes of group performance regardless of in¬ 
dividual effort. 

If loafing is socially determined, we should expect differ¬ 
ences in its exhibition from culture to culture. If, on the other 
hand, it is a more general human response, the phenomenpn 
should be observable in individuals raised in differing cultures. 
My own hunch is that both propositions are true—namely, that 
the potential for loafing is universal and observable in all cul¬ 
tures but that the factors leading to loafing may be moderated 
by cultural background, level of economic development, urbani¬ 
zation, religious orientation, philosophy, or political ideology. 

Some cultures stress the good of the whole, while* others 
stress individual costs and benefits. Individual as opposed to 
group orientation or socialistic as opposed to free enterprise 
economic systems may affect the degree of social loafing. Inves¬ 
tigation needs to be made as to what extent social loafing oc¬ 
curs in different nations and in different social contexts, ahd 
what cultural characteristics moderate or modify individual mo¬ 
tivation in collective work settings. If cultural differences lead 
to differences in social loafing, we can infer that the latter con¬ 
dition is not immutable in the human organization, and the spe¬ 
cific nature of the differences may help us discover techniques 
for curing this social disease. 

Two questions guided this phase of the research. Is the 
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phenomenon limited to U.S. society, with its emphasis on rugged 
individualism and its ideological anticollectivism? Can the phe¬ 
nomenon be reversed when collective orientations are highly 
mobilized? 

Two experiments conducted with Indian school children 
help answer these questions. Indian society emphasizes the “ex¬ 
tended ego” rather than the rugged individualist and the con¬ 
cept of “aram” rather than the Protestant work ethic. The 
extended ego develops from the tradition of the joint or ex¬ 
tended family that makes the group rather than the individual 
the more important social unit (Long and Seo, 1977). Members 
of joint families live together communally in groups of up to 
seventy individuals. Resources are shared communally, but def¬ 
erence is paid to the authoritarian family head who is responsi¬ 
ble for the care of all family members. Aram represents a focus 
on rest and relaxation and emphasizes a low value on hard 
work, which may be seen as an instrument to achieve desired 
rewards but is not valued for its own sake. The ideal job, ac¬ 
cording to aram, has high pay and prestige in return for little or 
no effort. 

Each experiment followed the same basic model as de¬ 
scribed above, but a special version of the tapes was prepared 
with the instructions spoken in Hindi. 

Participants in experiment 1, conducted by Janak Pandey 
from the University of Allahabad, Nan Weiner from the Univer¬ 
sity of Toronto, and me, were thirty-two twelve-year-old male 
and female students at Saint Mary’s and Saint Joseph’s schools 
in Allahabad. Although these day schools, like many others 
throughout India, are run by members of a Catholic order, stu¬ 
dents are Hindu and represent a predominantly middle- to 
upper-middle-class range of parental occupations. Dressed in 
their normal school uniforms, they came in same-sex pairs from 
their regular classrooms to the music room of the school, where 
the experimenters explained the study to them, recorded their 
efforts, and gave them throat lozenges and a Polaroid picture of 
themselves at the end. These proved to be highly popular with 
the students and their parents, and much curiosity and favor¬ 
able comment about the study pervaded the school for some 
time. 
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Janak Pandey and Saroj Kakkar conducted a second 
study among boarders at the Allahabad Boy’s School, a govern¬ 
ment school that serves not only the city of Allahabad but the 
neighboring villages as well. Village boys from lower-middle- to 
middle-class backgrounds come to this school, for which their 
parents pay modest tuition. The research team recruited fifty- 
six of the nearly one hundred junior and senior boy hoarders 
to participate in the study. Sociometric questionnaires were 
used to identify pairs of boys who were close to each other and 
regarded each other as friends and other pairs who did not feel 
friendly toward each other. 

Indian children, like children in the United States and m 
other nations, made less noise in pseudopairs than when they 
thought they were alone (95 percent while shouting, 94 percent 
while clapping). This decrease, while small in absolute amount, 
is highly reliable—twenty-eight of the thirty-two children made 
less noise in pseudopairs than when alone, while one showed no 
difference ip = .0001 by sign test). Thus, the evidence is very 
clear that social loafing occurs within a society very different 
from that of the United States. However, the level of social loaf¬ 
ing found among Indian children is much less than the 88 per¬ 
cent found among twelve-year-old children in Des Moines, Iowa 
(Williams and Williams, 1981). 

Thus, the social loafing phenomenon is not limited to the 
United States but does indeed occur in a nonindividualistic soci¬ 
ety. However, the evidence also indicates that culture does 
make a difference. Unlike studies with U.S. schoolchildren, tlie 
gender of the participant was significant, with girls showing 
much greater social loafing, working in pairs at 91 percent of 
their alone rate, than boys, who worked together at 98 percent 
of their alone rate. It appears that traditional Indian society 
reinforces a lower emphasis on personal responsibility for wom¬ 
en than for men. Women are always taken care of by a male 
head of household. Married daughters traditionally leave their 
own families and live with their husband’s family. It is possible 
that girls in India take less personal responsibility for group out¬ 
put for two reasons—they depend on others to care for them, 
and they are less likely to feel commitment to any group. 

A second interesting difference between the U.S. and 
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Indian studies is the participants' knowledge, or at least admis¬ 
sion, that they socially loaf. The Indian children in a postexperi- 
mental questionnaire clearly saw themselves as working less 
hard on group trials, while in the United States, college students 
and twelve-year-olds alike consistently indicate that they work 
as hard or harder in the group situation, indicating that, consis¬ 
tent with the value of aram, social loafing may be more accept¬ 
able in India than in the United States. 

The results of experiment 2 suggest that when collective 
orientations are very high, as among boarding school boys who 
identify each other as friends, the social loafing effect can be 
reversed. Unfriendly Indian boys did not show much social loaf¬ 
ing, exhibiting the same 98 percent of their individual effort 
when shouting and clapping together as in experiment 1. Indian 
friends however, not only failed to loaf, they worked much 
harder when working together than alone, producing an aston¬ 
ishing 119 percent as much noise in pairs as alone. 

These results certainly illustrate the pervasiveness of so¬ 
cial loafing as, literally, a worldwide phenomenon. In addition 
to India and the United States, social loafing has now been 
found in Japan, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Thailand, so it is clearly 
not limited to Western culture. Instead, I believe, it does indeed 
have a biological and economic base in the desire to reduce 
costly effort when possible. 

However, the results show equally clearly that social loaf¬ 
ing can be moderated and even reversed under special circum¬ 
stances, at present not well understood but involving cultural 
and social structural variations. To date, the only exception to 
our general rule has been for males from India who are excep¬ 
tionally close friends. We do not know what it is about male In¬ 
dians and their friends that makes them special—in fact, we do 
not know whether the same would hold for Indian girls or for 
close friends in other parts of the world, because the necessary 
research has yet to be done. 

The results are hopeful, implying that if we can discover 
the critical elements allowing responsibility to be focused rather 
than diffused, we may be able to bring the process under con¬ 
trol. 


Responsibility and Effort in Organizations 293 

CAPS Panelists: B 

The research findings I have presented so far clearly indi¬ 
cate, to me at least, that social loafing is a pervasive, if reversi¬ 
ble, phenomenon. Is there any reason to believe that it operates 
in business organizations or that it has any negative effects on 
economic productivity? The next line of research I shall de¬ 
scribe attempted to find out whether the phenomenon holds for 
the kinds of tasks and in the kinds of social settings that charac¬ 
terize business establishments. 

Four questions guided this phase of the research pro¬ 
gram: (1) Do people loaf on tasks requiring mental as well as 
physical effort? (2) If it does affect mental effort, does social 
loafing affect the quality or only the quantity of thought? (3) 
Does social loafing require the immediate physical face-to-face 
presence of co-workers or can it occur when different people 
share responsibilities for actions occurring at different times, as 
in organizations in which interpersonal contact is largely medi¬ 
ated through interoffice memos, telephone calls, or, more re¬ 
cently, teleconferencing? (4) Does social loafing occur in stand¬ 
ing or real groups as well as in ad hoc aggregations of people? 

In order to answer these questions, with the help of a. 
grant from the Office of Naval Research, John Barefoot, Bev¬ 
erly Wiggins, and I attempted to create a research organization 
in which to study the possible existence of and factors affecting 
social loafing. In doing so, we attempted to solve simultaneous¬ 
ly a number of methodological problems that have long plagueii 
research on groups and organizations, and although we certainly 
did not achieve complete success, our initial gropings have been 
quite encouraging. 

There are a number of desirable features that should be 
included in any self-respecting program of research on groups 
and/or organizations. At a minimum, one would want to be able 
to study, over time, intact groups with a past and a future that 
are working on meaningful tasks under laboratory control with 
the opportunity for introducing experimental manipulations. It 
would, of course, be desirable to have extensive information 
about each of the individual members of the group as well as 
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about how the group interacts and performs. Finally, given the 
shortage of personnel and funds for research, it is important to 
develop cost-efficient procedures for data collection and analysis. 

Unfortunately, no method yet developed simultaneously 
satisfies all these criteria. However, a new facility initiated in 
the fall of 1983 at the University of North Carolina is designed 
to take maximum advantage of new technology in providing a 
continuing omnibus data collection facility that responds to 
these needs (Beza and Latane, 1983). 

The version of the UNC Computer-Administered Panel 
Survey conducted during the 1983-84 academic year (CAPS/ 
84) consisted of a sex-stratified but otherwise random sample of 
300 UNC undergraduates who were sent an invitation to partici¬ 
pate, reduced by self-selection to a group of 129 who showed 
up at the initial meeting, from which the final panel of 96 (48 
male, 48 female) participants was selected on the basis of 
scheduling convenience. They were employed part-time as pro¬ 
fessional respondents for the academic year, during which time 
they reported to the Institute for Research in Social Science for 
twenty weekly sixty- to ninety-minute sessions in front of the 
computer terminal and answered questions or completed tasks 
assigned by it. Their job was to provide information about 
themselves, their family background, their aptitudes and achieve¬ 
ments, their beliefs and attitudes, their life-styles and their hab¬ 
its, and they seemed to enjoy it. 

Respondents were each assigned to a standing three- 
person group with whom they communicated and worked to¬ 
gether on some tasks. At the end of and often during every ses¬ 
sion, respondents were allowed to send messages to the other 
members of their group via the computer. We were pleased to 
learn that computer-mediated interaction can still be human. 
CAPS participants sent lengthy, responsive messages to each 
other. They asked personal questions and disclosed personal in¬ 
formation. They made extensive use of humor and even went 
to the trouble of writing out their “Argh’s” and “Hahal’s.” 
They apologized if they had missed a chance to communicate 
and, in general, seemed to treat their partners as real people (as, 
of course, they were) rather than as figments of the computer. 
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When respondents appeared for their weekly sessions, 
they would find an unoccupied computer terminal, enter their 
individual identification code, read any broadcast messages as 
well as specific messages to them from their supervisor and their 
co-workers, and check their earnings balance. In the meanwhile, 
the computer’s executive system would check their task list and 
select the next uncompleted task module, randomly assign an 
experimental condition, and present the appropriate prograin 
module. As respondents worked, the executive would keep 
track of the amount of time remaining in the session, using this 
information in conjunction with the task list to select new mod¬ 
ules. Finally, as the end of the session approached, the system 
would administer a closing questionnaire, give each participant 
a final chance to send messages to the supervisor and co-work¬ 
ers, record all data, update the task list, and calculate new ac¬ 
count balances. 

Respondents performed a wide variety of tasks, such as 
completing questionnaires and personality inventories, and par¬ 
ticipating in experimental procedures. During the course of the 
year, each participant completed over a hundred research mod¬ 
ules contributed by a dozen social scientists from eight depart¬ 
ments on campus. Research projects covered a variety of topics 
and approaches, ranging from time diaries and self-reports of 
eating habits, drinking behavior, social life, and physical activi¬ 
ties, to questionnaires measuring national and sex-role stereo¬ 
types, to weekly assessments of their political attitudes as the 
presidential primaries approached. 

Perhaps the most important and encouraging thing we 
learned from our first experience with CAPS is that it is feasi¬ 
ble. Participants apparently liked the program, despite (or per¬ 
haps because of) its intense interest in and scrutiny of their 
personal lives. They were very diligent in their work and got so 
they could answer questions at a rate faster than the computer 
could supply them (a newer model computer and improve¬ 
ments in the operating system have solved this problem), pro¬ 
ducing far more information per minute than if they had been 
restricted to the more traditional paper-and-pencil format. The 
data they produced were exceptionally “clean,” in part because 
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the computer had been programmed to wait for a formally ap¬ 
propriate answer before continuing to the next question and in 
part because they learned with practice how to operate the key¬ 
board effectively. 

Participants showed great interest in the project and 
worked diligently to provide large quantities of very clean data. 
They were also conscientious about their participation, enabling 
us to continue the study over an entire academic year, with an 
attrition of only seven respondents (who were replaced). 

We used several cognitive tasks to measure the effect of 
social loafing in addition to the physically effortful tasks of 
shouting and clapping reported above. Three tasks were chosen 
to tap cognitive effort—a symbol manipulation task, an idea 
generation task, and a task involving judgment. In the first, par¬ 
ticipants were asked to solve anagrams, in the second to brain¬ 
storm uses for objects, and in the third to judge the creativity 
of the uses suggested by others. 

On four occasions throughout the year, participants were 
asked to work on anagrams—forming new words at least four 
letters long by rearranging stimulus words such as MASTER , 
RAMBLE , or DETAIL . The computer would present each word 
and evaluate the responses, accepting correct answers and re¬ 
jecting incorrect or repetitive ones. Participants could work as 
long as they wished on each stimulus word. 

Participants worked on two stimulus words in each ses¬ 
sion. For one, they were responsible for completing the task 
alone, the results of which would be entered into the computer 
files under their individual names. For another, they worked as 
part of a three-person group, the members of which were joint¬ 
ly responsible for the score that would be entered into the files 
under the group’s name. For half the team efforts, participants 
believed they were working with their regular standing group, 
the people they knew and “talked” with every week. On the 
other half, they were told that they were working with two 
other anonymous individuals whose identities they would never 
know. Of course, the association of stimulus word with condi¬ 
tion, the order of words, and the order of conditions were all 
counterbalanced across respondents. 
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In the first two sessions, respondents were aware that 
everyone was given the same stimulus words, allowing them to 
feel that their efforts were redundant with those of their fellow 
participants when working in groups. In the last two adminis¬ 
trations, respondents working together were given different 
words to work on, although they were actually composed of the 
same letters presented in different orders. For example, one 
group member might be assigned CANTER, while the other tvyo 
would work on NECTAR and TRANCE. 

Thus, our research included two general manipulations 
common to social loafing studies: (1) comparison of perfor¬ 
mance of the individual to that of the group and (2) comparison 
of the social loafing effect when working with a standing group 
as opposed to working with an anonymous collection of individ¬ 
uals. 

As one might expect, practice at doing anagrams led to an 
improvement in performance, in this case averaging about 16 
percent in the number of words per minute from the first to the 
second session within each word set. Some of this improvement 
in skill was used to produce more anagrams, but much was used 
to justify quitting sooner—respondents reduced the amount of 
time they spent on each word from 10.3 minutes in the first ses¬ 
sion to 9.6 in the second and 7.7 in the third and fourth. This 
suggests that whatever intrinsic interest the task may have had 
tended to dissipate and that participants were not motivated to 
work beyond the limits of their perceived responsibility. 

Respondents produced more new words when working as 
individuals than they did in groups. Overall, they found an aver- 
age of 14.5 different correct words when working as individuals 
but only 13.4 words, 92 percent of their alone rate, when work¬ 
ing as part of a group (p < .001). Participants reduced their out¬ 
put when working in their regular standing groups as well as 
when working in anonymous ad hoc groups, although males 
did show statistically higher levels of social loafing in anony¬ 
mous groups than in their regular groups. 

What accounts for this difference? Did participants con¬ 
centrate on the task more when working for themselves? Did 
they work more rapidly? Were they more persistent? The evi- 
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dence points to the time spent on the task as the primary medi¬ 
ator of the effect. When working in groups, respondents spent 
an average of 8.3 minutes on each word, only 89 percent of the 
9.4 minutes they spent trying to find anagrams by themselves 
(p < .02). 

If the difference in performance were due to differences 
in concentration, pace, or other aspects of thought quality, it 
should lead to more efficient performance and the production 
of increased numbers of correct anagrams per unit of time, but 
there was no significant difference between performance in the 
individual and group settings on this measure. 

Finally, there was also a significant tendency for the size 
of the loafing effect to decrease over repeated administration of 
the task (p < .03). There are a number of possible reasons for 
this trend (for example, decreasing salience of the manipulation, 
ceiling effects), but there is no way to decide among them with¬ 
out further research. 

In summary, we found social loafing, even on a cognitive 
task and even in the absence of direct contact among group 
members, and we found it to about the same extent (92 per¬ 
cent) as in research on noisemaking. Interestingly, the amount 
of loafing decreased over time and/or experience with the task 
and the group, but it is impossible to determine the cause of 
this effect from the data. Finally, these effects were entirely 
due to the amount of time devoted to the task—participants 
produced the same number of solutions per minute in all con¬ 
ditions but differed only in how many minutes they persisted 
in looking for solutions, suggesting that sharing responsibility 
with others affects only the quantity, not the quality, of cogni¬ 
tive effort. 

We used a variant of the popular brainstorming task 
to see whether there would be social loafing on a cognitive 
task requiring the generation of ideas. Respondents were asked 
to suggest uses for everyday objects, such as a knife, a shoe 
box, a detached doorknob, or a burned-out light bulb. As in 
the anagrams study, there were four administrations of the 
task with respondents performing in both group and individual 
conditions within each session, again with both their standing 
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and with an anonymous group. In sessions 1 and 2 (weeks 4 and 
7) the goal of the task was the production of a large number of 
uses. In sessions 3 and 4 (weeks 11 and 13), respondents were 
asked to be as creative as possible in their uses. 

Results of the brainstorming studies support the conclu¬ 
sions of the anagrams studies. Respondents produced fewer pos¬ 
sible uses for the objects when working in groups—7.37, only 95 
percent of the 7.74 suggestions generated when working as indi¬ 
viduals (p < .01). This appears to be due to reduced persistence, 
since the 4.5 minutes they worked on the task was only 96 per¬ 
cent of the time they spent when working as individuals (p < 
.05). There is no evidence that social loafing affects efficiency 
(suggestions per minute) or the quality of the product as mea¬ 
sured by judgments of the creativity of the suggestions (see be¬ 
low). As in the anagrams task, respondents spent less time on 
task when working with others, leading to reductions in tlie 
amount but not the quality of the product. Thus, these two sets 
of studies agree. There is social loafing on cognitive tasks. It ap¬ 
pears to operate by influencing the amount of time spent work¬ 
ing on the task, rather than by affecting the amount of concen¬ 
tration or efficiency of thought. 

We asked all CAPS/84 participants to serve as judges in 
evaluating the creativity of each other’s suggestions in the idea 
generation task. Judges were given sets of actual suggestions arid 
asked to rate them. Each saw four suggestion sets generated by 
other (unidentified) respondents plus two common suggestion 
sets. For some ratings, respondents were told that they were the 
only judge of a particular suggestion set; for others, they were 
told that they were one of five judges who would be determin¬ 
ing the creativity of that set. 

Whether responsibility was focused or shared had no ef¬ 
fect on the average rating of creativity, but it did affect the de¬ 
gree to which judges differentiated their judgments. Participants 
were far more discriminating in the individual condition. When 
working with a list of three sets of uses to be rated, respondents 
made larger differentiations when they believed themselves to 
be the sole judge .and relatively few discriminations when they 
believed themselves one of five judges. The variance of judg- 
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ments of creativity was significantly higher when the judges be¬ 
lieved they were the only ones responsible for rating a sugges¬ 
tion set than when they believed others were also evaluating the 
same materials (p < .03). 

Of the research to date on social loafing, this is the only 
hint we have so far that actual decision-making strategy—that is, 
the quality of thought—is subject to social loafing. While it is 
possible that the reduced discrimination was simply the result 
of spending less time on the task, it seems unlikely. 

Conclusions and Implications for Organizations 

Social loafing does occur on cognitive as well as physical 
tasks, for standing as well as ad hoc groups, even when interac¬ 
tion is computer mediated. Therefore, there is every reason to 
believe that the potential for social loafing exists in modern 
business organizations. Every time people walk away from a 
problem because they think someone else will solve it, every 
time a group of committee members sit around a table waiting 
for one another to come to grips with a problem rather than 
knuckling down to concentrated thought, every time managers 
fail to run through all the permutations and possibilities just 
because they have not been specifically assigned to do so, social 
loafing may be to blame. 

Much, however, has yet to be learned about social loafing 
in organizations. The present line of research, like the theory of 
social impact that generated it, does not deal directly with or¬ 
ganizations or even, for that matter, with groups. Rather, the 
emphasis is on how individuals define their own priorities and 
goals as a function of the social context in which they work. 
Diffusion of responsibility may lead individuals to exert less ef¬ 
fort on shared tasks. Is it possible that comparable processes 
operate at the level of the group itself? 

An organization can be seen as consisting of an inter¬ 
related set of groups, usually with incompletely defined charges 
and responsibilities. Is there diffusion of responsibility among 
the subgroups in an organization? Are some kinds of groups 
(newly formed groups, groups with internal conflict, groups 
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with a history of past failure) more likely to loaf than others? 
How can an organization best develop procedures for the assign¬ 
ment of responsibility and the communication of expectations 
about performance to its subunits and for holding them ac¬ 
countable for meeting them? Does social loafing occur only in 
the absence of well-defined norms, or can it be overcome 
through negotiation, contracting, and the focusing of responsi¬ 
bility? 

Advantages of Collective Action. Collective action clearly 
has much to recommend it, and it proliferates, even in our ideo¬ 
logically antagonistic society. Several persons working together 
should always be able to accomplish at least as much as one per¬ 
son working alone, simply by letting each additional person 
watch. In most circumstances, of course, a group should be able 
to accomplish much more. If you can get someone to work with 
(or for) you, you can accomplish more with the same amount 
of effort than if you work alone. This advantage is appropriate 
for maximizing tasks in which more is better, as when you are 
producing goods for an unlimited market. Or, if you can get 
someone to work with (or for) you, the same task can be com¬ 
pleted with less of your own effort. This advantage is most rele¬ 
vant for optimizing tasks in which excess production is redun¬ 
dant or useless. (Perhaps part of the process leading to social 
loafing is that people expect the second benefit in situations 
where the first is more appropriate.) 

Finally, in many situations, people working together can 
be expected to do much better than the same number working 
alone. Success in many tasks involves overcoming some thresh¬ 
old or attaining some minimal standard of performance. Sortie 
tasks, impossible for any individual to complete alone, may be 
no problem for a group because of its greater resources—for 
example, lifting a heavy weight. 

Advantages of Responsibility . People want responsibility 
when it carries power or conveys the rights of ownership. Hav¬ 
ing “responsibility” for something is often taken to mean hav¬ 
ing the right to decide how some resource is to be used, arid 
that right, of course, carries the benefit of being able to enjoy 
the resource oneself. Individuals seem less enthusiastic about 
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assuming responsibility when the payoff for its faithful dis¬ 
charge is collective rather than personal. 

Advantages of Social Loafing . Social loafing can be seen 
as the legitimate enjoyment of one of the benefits of collective 
action—the opportunity to accomplish unpleasant tasks with 
much less effort. Few people believe in work for its own sake, 
and it may be that loafing contributes to job satisfaction and 
the quality of work life. Although loafing would seem to have 
primarily negative effects on short-term productivity, it is pos¬ 
sible that its individual or long-range effects are more positive. 
Although the lack of individual recognition and control may 
lead people to dislike collective tasks, if people prefer work set¬ 
tings that allow for the sharing of responsibility, this potential 
may attract them to group tasks. It is therefore important to 
discover whether social loafing can be eliminated only at the ex¬ 
pense of individual satisfaction and enjoyment of the task. 

Although some people still think science should be value 
free, I must confess that I think social loafing can be regarded 
as a kind of social disease. It is a “disease” in that it has negative 
consequences for individuals, groups, organizations, and soci¬ 
eties. Social loafing results in a reduction in human efficiency 
that leads to lowered outcomes and benefits for all. It is “so¬ 
cial” in that it results from the presence or actions of other peo¬ 
ple. As in the tragedy of the commons, where the short-run ad¬ 
vantage for each in taking destroys the long-run advantage for 
all in having, the danger of social loafing is that the short-run 
benefit of not giving results in lost opportunities in the long run 
for all. 

The cure, however, is not to do away with groups, be¬ 
cause despite their inefficiency, groups make possible the 
achievement of many goals that individuals alone could not pos¬ 
sibly accomplish. Groups' and organizations do perform better 
than individuals, and most of us spend most of our lives in 
them. Collective action is a vital aspect of our lives. 

I think the “cure” will come from finding ways of chan¬ 
neling social forces so that the group will serve as a means of in¬ 
tensifying individual responsibility rather than diffusing it. 
Group cohesion and an increased sense of individual control, 
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identifiability, and accountability may neutralize or reverse the 
effects of social loafing. I hope that through further study of 
cheering and other group tasks we will be able to discover tech¬ 
niques for getting people to pull together without pulling less 
hard. This would allow the old saying “Many hands make light 
the work” to be true in a less negative sense than documented 
in this chapter. If we can learn to structure collective jobs ?o 
that the help of many hands reduces the onus but not the joy 
of work, working together could make our work lives brighter. 
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Thought Experiments 
and the Problem 
of Sparse Data 
in Small-Group 
Performance Research 
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Norbert L. Kerr 


The steady increase in social research during this century is 
astonishing. For the past three decades the effort has been espe¬ 
cially rapid and has led to a very large literature of empirical 
studies. However, beginning about a decade and a half ago, a 
strong movement developed to demonstrate the relevance of 
social research to society’s needs. Applied social psychology 
was not new, but the intensity of interest was different; indeed 
the particular focus of application continues to change. Along 
with the “new concern” there arose considerable disappoint¬ 
ment about the degree of apparent usefulness of much empiri¬ 
cal social research. There seem to have been at least two general 
kinds of disappointment: (1) Findings were judged to be “un¬ 
stable.” Often results from research conducted at one place or 
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time was not consistent with data gathered earlier from else¬ 
where. (2) Despite the large number of empirical findings there 
rarely appeared to be a good one-to-one match between avail¬ 
able empirical results and an applied question. Such, poor 
matches often resulted in a plea to “do one more study and 
sometimes in outright condemnation of the social psychology 
enterprise as irrelevant. 

These two sources of discontent seem to have figured sig¬ 
nificantly in the rise of the “crisis in social psychology” so im¬ 
portant to critics of the day (for example, Gergen, 1973). One 
general response to the “crisis,” or disappointment with social 
research, was to advocate collecting more data, especially m the 
“field” or the “real world.” The real world or the field were 
generally thought to be places such as organizations and institu¬ 
tions where people typically behaved “naturally. Among the 
more important activities of an especially interpersonal charac¬ 
ter were those associated with deciding criminal guilt, construct¬ 
ing corporate policy, establishing cabinet positions, or selecting 
new personnel. 

This chapter will address the collection of problems we 
have outlined above, not by suggesting a reduction in our com¬ 
mitment to empirical research but by suggesting that thought 
experiments supplement such efforts. The thought experiment 
is an aid to extrapolating from known empirical results and 
interpolating between existing sets of findings. At the most 
fundamental level, the thought experiment is simply another 
name for simulation/modeling. We have chosen the label thought 
experiment partly as a disguise in order to achieve greater ac¬ 
ceptability than heretofore among social researchers and partly 
to stress the implications of results rather than the mechanics 
of calculation. 

Mathematical models in social psychology have typically 
been used, as in other fields, for explanation and prediction of 
empirical phenomena. There has been almost no use of model¬ 
ing in the fashion we shall suggest here—a sharp contrast to 
other sciences, ranging from aeronautical engineering to eco¬ 
nomics. There are probably several reasons for this reluctance to 
use models in the design of institutions, the evaluation of social 
change, or the description of organizational systems that are too 
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complex for direct study in a simple way. We suspect at least 
one of these may be due to a history in which schools of psy¬ 
chology, grand systems for understanding “man,” and armchair 
psychology for so long played a significant role with minimal 
guidance from systematically gathered data. From another per¬ 
spective, the political and religious ideologies of social thought 
have sometimes been so coherent, comprehensive, and intui¬ 
tively compelling that data seem superfluous—a problem that 
has plagued social and behavioral science from earliest times to 
the present day. Indeed, statements of “show me your data” or 
let the data do the talking” have proved valuable tools for re¬ 
futing ideologically derived assertions about social behavior. 

In any event, it now seems useful to consider some kinds 
of formal theory (whether mathematical or computer models, 
or something else) for assessing the practical impact of social 
and institutional changes, and especially proposals for such. In 
the future we may find that many rich and interesting theories 
of social behavior, now largely posed in verbal form, may bene¬ 
fit from the quantitative treatment we see routinely in, say, 
economics. In this connection, it is worthwhile to note that 
Harris (1976) has advanced the notion that many logical conse¬ 
quences of current theories in social psychology are not intui¬ 
tively obvious. Moreover, unsuspected contradictions ant) 
inconsistencies are sometimes evident upon more formal treat¬ 
ment that allows extended examination. 

We will explore below several examples of thought ex¬ 
periments taken from the general area of group performance; 
Again, our major objective will not be to supplant data by the 
ory but to supplement existing empirical data with plausible 
theoretical models. Thought experiments, too, require data, if 
for no other reason than the replacement of assumptions about 
parameters with good estimates. 

Group Decision Making: Jury Verdicts 

We first consider extrapolations from a substantial set of 
data to a fairly specific social institution: the jury. This shift en 
tails restrictions on potential thought experiments as a result of 
custom and law. A full description of the current role of the 
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jury in contemporary civil and criminal proceedings in the 
United States is beyond the scope of this discussion. (See Gleis- 
ser, 1968, and Van Dyke, 1977, for comprehensive accounts.) 
However, we might note that the jury is a popular institution. 
Legislative or judicial actions affecting it stimulate considerable 
interest among experts and laymen alike. For our purposes, jury 
research illustrates well the difficulties often associated with ob- 
taining social system information. 

There are strict legal restrictions on directly gathering 
data from juries during actual deliberation. Moreover, trial rec¬ 
ords are frequently ambiguous, and, in any event, represent a 
single jury hearing a unique case. Finally, there is no single en¬ 
tity that can be clearly labeled the jury. In addition to the fed¬ 
eral court system, the various state court systems may differ 
and judicial practices vary in subtle but important ways from 
jurisdiction to jurisdiction. With not one but several “targets,” 
thought experiments are an especially important supplement to 
empirical research injury behavior. 

In a criminal trial, the jury is assigned the task of deter¬ 
mining guilt, whereas in a civil trial it must assign culpability. 
The former setting occasionally finds the jury subsequently rec¬ 
ommending or even setting sentence in a few instances, and the 
latter usually must award damages or the like. Most of the em¬ 
pirical research effort to date has focused upon criminal trials 
and the behavior of individual jurors. The obvious difficulty in 
obtaining sufficient samples of juries has proved to be a serious 
handicap. Finally, it is important to recognize that most data 
(for the reasons mentioned earlier) come from mock trial ex¬ 
periments in which subjects are recruited to play the role of 
jurors (Bray and Kerr, 1982). (See Davis, Bray, and Holt, 1977, 
and Kerr and Bray, 1982, for comprehensive reviews of empiri¬ 
cal and theoretical research on jurors and juries alike.) This dis¬ 
cussion will be concerned only with criminal juries and with just 
three features of juries: jury size, jury composition, and as¬ 
signed decision rule. 

Social Decision Scheme Theory . Historically, criminal 
juries in the United States have deliberated to a unanimous ver¬ 
dict; whatever the initial array of opinion might have been, the 
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verdict was returned when all members of the jury agreed upon 
a verdict. Supreme Court decisions in recent years have held 
that state or federal law permitting juries less than unanimous 
verdicts are not prohibited by the Constitution (Apodaca and 
others v. Oregon, 1972; Johnson v. Louisiana, 1972). Indeed, 
the controversial nature of these decisions led to much of the 
current interest in group social decision rules. Currently, some 
social decision rules less than unanimity are permitted, most fre¬ 
quently a two-thirds majority being sufficient to establish a ver¬ 
dict. From the standpoint of the social researcher, we are con¬ 
cerned with any effects from the array of various majorities 
running from simple to some higher order; an exhaustive eval¬ 
uation of jury performance would inspect this entire array. 
Moreover, the social decision rule assigned to a jury may influ¬ 
ence but may not completely determine the social combination 
process that actually provides the best prediction of the final 
verdict. Consequently, we may think of the social combination 
rule actually best describing the social deliberation process, 
whatever the voting mechanics, as a social decision scheme. A 
social decision scheme is a summary principle describing the 
interpersonal interaction that acts upon the initial individual 
member input and yields the final group output—in this case, 
the verdict. More precisely, for every possible array of opinion 
at the outset of group deliberation, there is some probability 
of this interaction yielding a guilty, not guilty, or hung out¬ 
come (for the jury that cannot satisfy the decision rule). Some 
alternative decision schemes for six-, nine-, and twelve-person 
junes are given in Table 9-1 by way of illustration. 

Observe that the distribution of initial preferences of in¬ 
dividual jurors (along the rows) is between a guilty and a not 
guilty verdict, since the undecided juror is obligated to favor 
not guilty under legal norms. Jury deliberation, however, has 
three possible outcomes: guilty, not guilty, or hung. Entries in 
the matrices show outcomes under four different social deci¬ 
sion schemes. The first matrix of the top row shows that a 
two-thirds majority (also a simple majority for the six-person 
jury) determines a verdict when it exists after the start of de¬ 
liberation, but for an initial three-three split the predicted out- 
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come is hung. The second matrix in the top row shows a major¬ 
ity of five-sixths determining a verdict; otherwise the outcome 
is hung. All matrices in the table are read in a similar fashion. 
Observe that the size of the jury determines what social decision 
schemes are even possible. Size is especially important in deter¬ 
mining the opportunity for ties or preference arrays that do not 
meet a majority rule. For example, there is no possible tie be¬ 
tween jurors inclined to guilty and not guilty in nine-person 
juries, but the possibility exists for six- or twelve-person juries. 
Such nuances of size and rule interaction can play an impor¬ 
tant, though often quite subtle, procedural role in determining 

outcomes. . 

Next, we entertain the notion that, given a particular dis¬ 
tribution of opinion at the outset, there may be only, some 
probability that a guilty, not guilty, or hung verdict will follow. 
The confluence of numerous personal and social interaction 
variables moderates a certain determination of outcome by rela¬ 
tive numbers of advocates. Thus, conditional probabilities, 
[dy ], replace the binary entries in the social decision scheme 
matrices. Examples for juries of six, nine, and twelve are given 

in Table 9-2. _ 

The m X n social decision scheme matrices, D, ot Table 
9-2 summarize the many complexities of social interaction, 
whereby the ith of the m possible initial distributions of mem¬ 
ber opinion will ultimately lead to the jth of n = 3 outcomes 
(for the case at hand) with probability d$. Thus, the matrix D 
may constitute a social theoretical summary of the deliberation 
process. (For a detailed discussion of social decision scheme 
theory, see Davis, 1973, 1980; Stasser, Kerr, and Davis, 1980; 

and Stasser, Kerr, and Bray, 1982.) 

In general, social decision scheme theory is a means or 
connecting the probability distribution, p — (pG> P NG )> of indi 
vidual jurors’ verdict preferences with the outcome distribu¬ 
tion, P = (P G , PNG, Ph), of juries by means of summary assump¬ 
tions about the social process implicit in D, which are only im¬ 
perfectly observable in most circumstances. Empirical estimates, 
P and P, are sometimes available but usually for only a few 
mock jury studies! 
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Before evaluating the effects of size and social decision 
scheme m light of various changes in juror guilt preferences, it 
might be useful to note that the present approach deals only 
with procedural, not distributive, justice. Moreover, correctness 
of verdict is not at issue. The true verdict, guilty or not guilty, 
is unknown. There is no probability attached to that event, and 
we have no means of discovering it in any case. 

Thought Experiments: Jury Size and Assigned Decision 
Rule.' In order to make projections about the effects of differ¬ 
ent jury sizes, it is necessary to assume something about the 
social decision scheme. Consequently, consider Table 9-2 again. 
The middle two matrices in each row of the table represent 
idealizations of a two-thirds majority rule, differing only in the 
way nonmajorities are treated. In one case, if a two-thirds ma¬ 
jority does not exist, then the jury is as likely to choose guilty 
as not guilty; m the other, observe that the lack of a two-thirds 
majority results in a hung jury with a probability near 1.00. 
(Since entries are probabilities, values of 1.00 and 0.00 should 
c regarded as very near 0 or 1.) Some jury sizes, of course, re¬ 
quire some further rounding (for example, note that two-th’irds 
majorities are imperfectly realizable in a jury of ten persons). 

Next, matrices in the first and last columns of Table 9-2 
represent less familiar social decision schemes. Arrays in the 
first column reflect a proportionality principle, and those in the 
ast a majority of sorts, but one with a dependent protection 
bias—a tendency actually observed in six-person mock juries 
(Davis, Stasser, Spitzer, and Holt, 1976; Davis and others, 
1977). The first and last matrices for nine- and twelve-person 
Junes are idealizations or extrapolations from the six-person 
cases. Thus, they represent plausible conjectures to aid us in 
illustrating verdict outcomes with juries not operating on the 
tidier (and more nearly symmetrical) social decision schemes 

implied by such phrases from conventional wisdom as majority 

rules. y 

Calculations have been carried through using the social 
decision schemes of Table 9-2. Figure 9-1 shows P G> P NG> 
Ph as a function oip G for juries of six, nine, and twelve. The 
role of size is perhaps even more evident in Figure 9-2, left- 
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hand panel, which assumes for purposes of our comparisons 
here a simple majority social decision scheme and only two out¬ 
comes (guilty, not guilty), chosen with equal probability if no 
majority exists. The right-hand panel of Figure 9-2 also reflects 
a simpler task (guilty or not guilty verdicts) but demonstrates 
for twelve-person groups the effect of three different social de¬ 
cision schemes on the probability of a conviction as a function 
of the probability a juror will vote guilty. 

Perhaps the most obvious conclusion evident from Fig¬ 
ures 9-1 and 9-2 is that no single answer satisfies the question 
“What is the best size for a criminal jury?” When the probabil¬ 
ity of a guilty vote by an individual juror is small, the smaller 
jury is more likely to convict than the larger. Under most pre¬ 
vailing philosophical dispositions, this would suggest that the 
larger jury is a better choice than the smaller one; convicting 
the innocent is a more serious error than acquitting the guilty. 
When the probability of an individual voting guilty is high, the 
twelve-person jury is more likely to convict than, say, a’six- 
person jury. Again, given the usual philosophical dispositions 
for protecting the defendant, the smaller jury might be re¬ 
garded as superior to the larger, although some might favor the 
converse in “society’s interests.” Notice in Figure 9-1 that the 
larger jury is more likely to hang than a smaller one, particularly 
for very close cases (that is ,p G .50). 

Figures 9-1 and 9-2 also imply an important lesson for 
the conduct of empirical research intended to address the ques¬ 
tion of optimum size. A study (for example, a mock trial) with 
a case disposing jurors to respond such that p G is small will 
yield one result, whereas a separate study using a case causing 
pG to be large will yield a quite different result. This illustrates 
another important point. Thought experiments not only require 
data upon which to base model parameters (for example, the D 
matrix of the social decision scheme model), they can also help 
guide the collection of new data. The application of the two- 
thirds majority-hung otherwise decision scheme in Figure 9-1 
suggests that the major impact of reducing jury size could be to 
reduce the rate of hung juries when cases are very close. Fur¬ 
ther, all the thought experiments to date suggest that jury size 
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effects are rather small by typical social research standards. 
These conclusions suggest that previous studies of jury size may 
have generally failed to find any effect on jury verdicts (Hastie, 
Penrod, and Pennington, 1983) because their sample sizes were 
too small to detect such effects, their cases were not close 
enough, and/or they didn’t examine the appropriate outcome 
measure (namely, hung jury rate). With these suggestions in 
mind, Kerr and MacCoun (1985) empirically reexamined the 
effects of mock jury size. But in contrast to previous work, they 
restricted their attention to rather close cases, focused mainly 
on hung jury rates, and made every effort to maximize the 
power of their tests. And, as suggested by the thought experi¬ 
ments reviewed above, Kerr and MacCoun found that for very 
close cases, mock jury size was directly and significantly related 
to hung jury rates, while there was no significant relation be¬ 
tween jury size and conviction/acquittal rates. Thus, while re¬ 
search that was largely unguided by theory suggested that jury 
size did not affect deliberation outcome, research guided by 
thought experimentation (based on available theory and re¬ 
search) suggested quite a different conclusion. (See also Nagao 
and Davis, 1980, for further discussion of small effects and sam¬ 
ple sizes in social research.) 

The concern with jury size, like that of assigned decision 
rule, arose largely after Supreme Court decisions (Colgrove v. 
Battin, 1973; Williams v. Florida, 1970; Ballew v. Georgia, 
1978). Overall, there seems to be little to support the notion of 
reducing jury size. Besides the antidefendant bias inherent in a 
reduction in overall hung jury rates (compare Kerr and others, 
1976), it can also be shown (for example, Lempert, 1975) that 
reducing jury size also has pronounced and adverse effects on 
jury representativeness. Others (for example, Hastie, Penrod, 
and Pennington, 1983; Tanford and Penrod, 1983) have ex¬ 
plored the effect of varying the jury’s assigned decision rule 
through thought experimentation. Their primary finding—that 
nonunanimous juries are less likely to hang, especially for very 
close cases—has also been empirically confirmed (for example, 
Kerr and others, 1976). Many comnjentators have viewed with 
considerable distress, even alarm, the tendency of the crimi¬ 
nal jury in the United States to decrease in size and the relaxa- 
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tion of the assigned decision rule (for example, Zeisel, 1971; 
Lempert, 1975). Thought experimentation has clearly guided 
empirical work to identify the small but nevertheless important 
effects of these changes in the jury system. 

Summary. The relative unpopularity of group size re¬ 
search has been noted repeatedly. Research on the effect of as¬ 
signed or institutionally imposed decision rules has, if anything, 
been even less popular. Thought experiments, such as the exam¬ 
ples discussed above, provide an important supplement to the 
verbal theories that have heretofore been the only aid to con¬ 
ventional wisdom. Increases in group size tend generally to 
accentuate, in the group decision distributions, whatever pertur¬ 
bations exist in the individual decision preference distributions 
and to increase the probability of a hung jury. Reducing tlie 
level of consensus required for a verdict not only decreases the 
likelihood of a hung jury, it also has a similar effect of accen¬ 
tuating individual preferences. The outcome to be expected 
from changes in both simultaneously is not simple and not in¬ 
tuitively obvious. 

We should also note that, in principle, there is no reason 
why size and assigned rqle effects like those discussed here 
should be restricted to juries. Other task-oriented groups whose 
decision-making process can be accurately summarized by D 
matrices in similar fashion should exhibit similar effects. In par¬ 
ticular, the jury-inspired social decision scheme matrices seem 
likely to provide at least a fair summary for groups in which 
each member has roughly equal formal power, in which initial 
majorities usually win, and which are more likely to deadlock as 
the initial split between subgroups or factions becomes more 
nearly equal in size. Intuition and theory (for example, Laugh- 
lin and Adamopoulos, 1982) suggest that this includes a very 
wide range of common decision-making groups located in a 
wide range of organizations and institutions. 

Jury Selection 

Between the abstract concept of a jury—a group of lay¬ 
persons, untrained in the law, acting as referees of fact-and the 
realization of that concept lie a series of juror selection proce- 
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dures. Juror selection is a multistaged, complex process that 
varies considerably across jurisdictions (Hans and Vidmar, 1982; 
Van Dyke, 1977). There are certain common features, however. 
First there must be legislation defining eligibility rules (for 
example, citizenship, fluency in English), rules governing waiver 
of service (for example, to certain professions like police offi¬ 
cers and physicians), and terms of duty (varying from one day/ 
one trial to several weeks). A local official must maintain a list 
of potential jurors (most commonly based on voters’ registra¬ 
tion lists). Then a panel of potential jurors must be assembled at 
the court for final selection procedures. In all common-law 
countries those who have a demonstrable bias (for example, a 
relationship with a litigant or a personal interest in the outcome 
of the case) must be excluded; this is termed a challenge for 
cause. And in U.S. courts, opposing counsel are also given sev¬ 
eral additional “peremptory” challenges that may be exercised 
without explanation or justification. 

A relatively new feature in jury selection is the use of so¬ 
cial science methods to assist attorneys. A number of proce¬ 
dures, collectively referred to as scientific jury selection (SJS), 
have been used systematically by some (namely, Kairys, Schul- 
man, and Harring, 1975; Schulman and others, 1973) in an at¬ 
tempt to secure advantage for, in these instances, the defense. 
For example, entire jury panels have been challenged using sta¬ 
tistical data that establish that they are unrepresentative of the 
population of potential jurors (for example, Castaneda v. Par- 
tida, 1977; Michaelson, 1980). Another technique has been to 
provide evidence in support of a change in the location or venue 
of a trial. For example, social scientists have collected public 
opinion data using survey methods to support the argument 
that there is a general bias against a defendant in a particular 
locale (for example, due to extensive pretrial publicity—McCona- 
hay, Mullin, and Frederick, 1977; Vidmar and Judson, 1981). 
And an elaborate and controversial (for example, Berk, Hen- 
nessy, and Swan, 1977; Berman and Sales, 1977; Etzioni, 1974; 
Spector, 1974) technology has been developed to assist attor¬ 
neys in the exercise of their challenges (for example, Schulman 
and others, 1973). These techniques include (1) investigating in- 
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dividual potential jurors through their neighbors, acquaintances, 
or other members of the local community; (2) surveying public 
opinion on key trial issues to develop demographic and attitu- 
dinal profiles of jurors favorable and unfavorable to one’s case; 
and (3) using expert consultants in court to evaluate potential 
jurors verbal and nonverbal behavior. Because of the expense 
involved, such techniques have been employed mostly in major 
cases that have attracted considerable public attention and sup¬ 
port (for example, the Wounded Knee trial, the Joan Little 
trial). 

In addition to the controversy concerning the ethics of 
SJS in practice, there is also disagreement about the effective¬ 
ness of such techniques (Berman and Sales, 1977; Saks and Has- 
tie, 1978). Of course, the ethical and practical problems asso- 
ciated with a thorough empirical evaluation of SJS’s effectiveness 
are enormous, and it is not surprising that none has been under¬ 
taken. Again, thought experiments offer a useful supplement to 
empirical research. 

Thought Experiments: Scientific Jury Selection. Tindale 
and Nagao (1984) have carried out several thought experiments 
to explore the likely effects of SJS under various scenarios. 
First, they note that proponents of SJS (for example, Schul- 
man, 1973) feel that SJS may be most valuable in helping to 
win changes of venue. So, the first issue Tindale and Nagao ad¬ 
dressed was, how much impact on jury verdicts might be reason¬ 
ably attributed to a change of venue? Of course, such effects 
would depend in part upon how different the jurors were in the 
venues in question. Tindale and Nagao contrasted three hypo¬ 
thetical venues: one in which only a large majority of jurors fa¬ 
vored conviction (80 percent voting for guilty, 20 percent vot¬ 
ing for not guilty); one containing a substantial minority favoring 
acquittal (60 percent guilty; 40 percent not guilty); and one for 
which there was equal support among individual jurors for con¬ 
viction and acquittal (50 percent guilty; 50 percent not guilty). 
They assumed that twelve-person juries were randomly com¬ 
posed from each venue’s juror population and that their deliber¬ 
ation process was summarized by a “two-thirds majority-defen¬ 
dant protection otherwise social decision scheme, which is 
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presented, in Table 9*3. Such a matrix combines elements of the 
two-thirds majority-hung otherwise and majority with defen¬ 
dant protection schemes presented earlier in the third and fourth 
columns of Table 9-2. Asymmetric social decision schemes fa¬ 
voring the defendant have frequently been observed in mock 
trial studies (for example, Davis and others, 1975, 1977; Kerr 
and others, 1976). 


Table 9-3. Social Decision Scheme for Twelve-Person Juries. 


Initial (tq, 

Opinion Distribution 

Jury Outcomes 

G 

NG 

H 

(12,0) 

1.00 

.00 

.00 

(11,1) 

1.00 

.00 

.00 

(10,2) 

1.00 

.00 

.00 

(9,3) 

1.00 

.00 

.00 

(8,4) 

1.00 

.00 

.00 

(7,5) 

.00 

.75 

.25 

(6,6) 

.00 

.75 

.25 

(5,7) 

.00 

.75 

.25 

(4,8) 

.00 

1.00 

.00 

(3,9) 

.00 

1.00 

.00 

(2,10) 

.00 

1.00 

.00 

(1,11) 

.00 

1.00 

.00 

(0,12) 

.00 

1.00 

.00 


Note: G = guilty, NG = not guilty, H = hung jury. Principle: Two- 
thirds majority establishes guilty, not guilty verdict with probability near 
1.0, otherwise P(NG) = .75, P(H) = .25 

Source: Adapted from Tindale and Nagao (1984), with permission. 

Figure 9-3 shows the results of Tindale and Nagao’s 
thought experiment. Focusing on the acquittal rates, we see 
that under their assumptions, jury acquittal rates would range 
from 5 percent (in the venue where 20 percent of the jurors ac¬ 
quit), to 44 percent (in the 40 percent juror acquittal venue), to 
64 percent (when half of the jurors acquit). Thus, a venue-based 
difference of only 30 percent in individual acquittal rates would, 
under reasonable assumptions, translate into a striking 59 per¬ 
cent difference in jury acquittal rates due to change of venue. 
Clearly, even small between-venue differences can have dramatic 
effects on trial outcomes. 
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Figure 9.3. Predicted jury verdict consequences as a result 
of a change in venue. 



Population 

□ G(80%), NG(20%) 
E^l G(60%), NG(40%) 
■ G(50%), NG(50%) 



Not Guilty Hung 


Jury Verdict 

Note: Reprinted with permission from Tindale and Nagao, 1984. 


Tmdale and Nagao next considered the impact that SjS 
might have during the juror selection phase of the trial. Assum¬ 
ing for the moment that SJS techniques have at least some 
validity, they asked how much “better” could a hypothetical 
defense counsel expect to do in a trial having used SJS than not 
using these procedures? In particular, Tindale and Nagao made 
the modest assumption that the net consequences of all SJS 
procedures affected by the defense attorneys would be to en¬ 
sure that the jury would have one more advocate for acquittal 
than it would have had without using SJS techniques. Again 
they assumed that twelve-person juries were randomly com¬ 
posed and deliberated under the same decision scheme as be¬ 
fore. The results of their thought experiment appear in Figure 
9-4 as a function of the probability, Pq, that an individual juror 




Note: Reprinted with permission with Tindale and Nagao, 1984. 
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votes for conviction. Clearly, when the case is lopsided (that is, 
pG is near 0.0 or 1.0), SJS would not have much impact, bht 
for more uncertain cases (that is, p G s* .50) it could have a 
fairly substantial effect (reaching a maximum effect of 19 per¬ 
cent for cases that are moderately strong against the defendant). 
One can easily imagine the difficulty of establishing this result 
through empirical study alone, unguided by theory. However, 
thought experiments (such as those of Tindale and Nagao) 
could help focus research effort and more efficiently use re¬ 
sources (for example, subjects) by suggesting research targets 
that would be most likely to yield an effect, as well as its likely 
magnitude. 

Thought Experiments:' “Nonscientific” Jury Selection. 
The actual practice of juror selection stands in sharp contrast 
to the prescriptions of SJS. Observational research (for exam¬ 
ple, Broeder, 1965) has shown that in the average trial, exami¬ 
nation of potential jurors is cursory and few if any of the avail¬ 
able peremptory challenges are used. Further, the average 
attorney does not generally have the wealth of data on jurors 
generated by SJS. Rather, counsel must usually rely on super¬ 
ficial background characteristics that can be obtained through 
casual observation or questioning (for example, juror sex, occu¬ 
pation, ancestry). Although there exists an extensive folklore 
among lawyers attesting to the utility of such factors (for exam¬ 
ple, Bailey and Rothblatt, 1971), direct empirical research (for 
example, Penrod, 1979; Saks, 1976) suggests that such factors 
show, at best, a very weak relationship with verdict. 1 

Under typical constraints, just how much impact on jury 
verdicts can an attorney expect to have by recognizing a poten¬ 
tial source of bias in a juror and exercising a challenge to elimi¬ 
nate that juror? In a recent series of thought experiments, Kerr 
and Huang (1984) explored this issue. Suppose some individual 


1. One should also note, though, that there are exceptions to this 
rule. For example, a number of studies indicate that female mock jurors 
are more likely to vote for conviction in a rape case than males (Nagao and 
Davis, 1980). Other special-case exceptions can also be identified (for ex- 
Mnple, Catholic as opposed to nonCatholic jurors in a euthanasia case; 
Becker, Hildrun, and Bateman, 1965). 



328 


Designing Effective Work Groups 


juror characteristic, X, is related to individual verdicts, as in¬ 
dexed by a product moment correlation coefficient r 7 . Kerr 
and Huang asked the following question: How well would 
knowledge of one juror’s status on X predict the verdict of his 
or her jury? 

In their initial thought experiment, Kerr and Huang as¬ 
sumed that juries deliberated under a social decision scheme 
suggested by Zeisel and Diamond’s (1978) observations of ac¬ 
tual juries. That scheme is presented in Table 9-4. One can see 


Table 9-4. Zeisel and Diamond’s Decision Scheme. 


Predelib era tion 
Distribution 

Final Group Decision 

%G 

#G/#NG 

G 

NG 

H 

100 

12/0 

1.0 

.0 

.0 

92 

ii/i 

.97 

.02 

.01 

83 

10/2 

.95 

.03 

.02 

75 

9/3 

.91 

.07 

.02 

67 

8/4 

.83 

.13 

.04 

58 

7/5 

.70 

.23 

.07 

50 

6/6 

.42 

.46 

.12 

42 

5/7 

.21 

.72 

.07 

33 

4/8 

.12 

.85 

.03 

25 

3/9 

.06 

.92 

.02 

17 

2/10 

.01 

.97 

.01 

8 

1/H 

.0 

.99 

.01 

0 

0/12 

.0 

1.0 

.0 


Note: G = guilty, NG = not guilty, H = hung jury. 


that it is similar to some of the previously discussed schemes: 
Large initial majorities usually prevail, hung juries are more 
likely when the jury is initially evenly split, and there is some 
indication of a prodefendant bias (although it is less pronounced 
than for some of the social decision scheme matrices that have 
been observed in mock jury studies, for which deliberation 
times are often limited). Kerr and Huang compared the amount 
of variance accounted for in jury verdicts (that is, r 2 j ury , where 
fjury = the correlation between a juror’s status on X and the 
jury’s verdict) with the amount of variance X accounts for in 
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individual jurors’ verdicts (namely, r T 2 ). (See Kerr and Huang, 
1984, for computational details.) 

In Figure 9-5 we see the ratios of these two squared cor¬ 
relations as a function of the overall conviction rate for individ¬ 
ual jurors, p G , and the strength of X as a predictor (that is, 
rj). As in Tindale and Nagao, the ratio is highest when the case 
is close; when the case is lopsided, knowledge of even a valid 
predictor of a juror’s verdict is of less utility in predicting the 
jury’s verdict. Also, unsurprisingly, the larger the value of r h 
the larger is the ratio, except for very lopsided cases. But the 
most important finding is that one can account for so little pf 
the variance in jury verdicts from knowledge of a juror’s status 
on X, under the present assumptions, the ratio was always less 
than .04. However, this result is consistent with the perennial 
finding that member personality traits are very poor predictors 
of group performance (Mann, 1959; Heslin, 1964), an empiri¬ 
cal result usually attributable to poor assessment techniques, 
dependent as they are on questionnaire answering. However, 
the above results suggest that there may be a limit on the pre¬ 
dictability of group outcomes from trait knowledge (at least 
using indices of linear relationships) that has a more complex 
origin than suspected heretofore. (See also the discussion by 
McGrath and Altman, 1966.) 

Earlier we explored the effect of jury size on delibera¬ 
tion outcome. Similarly, Kerr and Huang examined the rele¬ 
vance of jury size for the current question by means of a 
thought experiment. They generalized from the decision scheme 
implied by Zeisel and Diamond’s (1978) observations, discussed 
earlier, for one group size (namely, twelve-person juries) to 
other jury sizes (namely, six-, four-, and two-person groups). 
For this thought experiment, they also assumed that X was a 
moderately strong predictor of individual juror verdict prefer¬ 
ences (specifically, that rj = .40). Results are given in Figure 
9-6. As intuition would suggest, a juror’s characteristic became 
more predictive of the group’s verdict as jury size decreased; but 
somewhat counter to intuition, it was never possible to predict 
more than about a quarter as much variance for the jury as for 
the juror, even in dyads. 







Note: Reprinted with permission from Kerr and Huang, 1984. 
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Summary and Implications. The preceding thought ex¬ 
periments demonstrate that different ways of approaching jury 
selection have rather different implications, some of which are 
counterintuitive. Even small differences between juror popula¬ 
tions are exaggerated when one contrasts juries composed ex¬ 
clusively of members of one population with juries composed 
exclusively of those from another. On the other hand, even 
strong predictors of an individual juror’s verdict preference will 
be far less useful in predicting the verdict of the jury of which 
that person is a member. 

As noted earlier, it is important to recognize that the 
thought experiments discussed here have broader relevance than 
for jury behavior alone. Indeed, the results reported above have 
implications for various decision-making groups or committees 
whose deliberation processes can be reasonably summarized by 
the social decision schemes applied here and the conditions as¬ 
sumed in these conceptual studies. For example, a personnel 
manager can expect an exaggeration among decision-making 
committees of even relatively small differences in opinion found 
between alternative pools of committee members. Thus, one 
cannot reasonably expect to change the decisions of a commit¬ 
tee very much by changing one committee member, A, for an¬ 
other, B—even if it is known that A and B hold opinions that 
differ a great deal. (Of course, such a conclusion would perhaps 
have to be modified under different conditions changes in 
agenda structure, leader-follower relations, and so on.) 

Organizational Structure and Decision Making 

A fundamental problem in organizations is how to struc¬ 
ture the system to best satisfy the organization’s goals. For 
many organizations, these goals include reaching decisions that 
accurately and honestly reflect the preferences of the organiza¬ 
tion’s members. Potentially relevant factors to be engineered 
include the number, size, and composition of constituent units 
in the organization and the formal (or informal) consensus cri¬ 
teria that apply at various levels of the organization (for exam¬ 
ple, the applicable decision or voting rules). The importance of 
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such factors continues to be a matter of some controversy, not 
unlike the continuing debate about runoff elections in state pri- 
maries. 

One approach to such questions, particularly popular in 
some areas of economics, has been to develop highly formal, 
axiomatic models of social choice (for example, Arrow, 1963). 
Social choice models (for example, Fishburn, 1973) resemble 
social decision scheme models in that they aim to translate indi¬ 
vidual decision preferences into group decisions. The two ap¬ 
proaches differ in that social choice models typically work with 
a preference order (a set of ranked decision alternatives) and 
generally are not as concerned with the psychological plausibil¬ 
ity of their assumptions; the latter concern with normative 
models usually leads to simulations that discover which group 
decisions (preference orders) are possible, desirable, optimal, 
and so on under various interesting conditions. Both approaches 
have much to offer in connection with thought experiments, de¬ 
pending upon one s purposes. (Indeed, descriptive and norma¬ 
tive research efforts have independent and supplementary con¬ 
tributions to make to our understanding of gfoup performance 
in general.) However, we are interested here in extending the so¬ 
cial decision scheme model (especially those special cases that 
have been well supported in past, somewhat similar applica¬ 
tions) to the organizational levels question implied above; that 
is, we will explore the behavior of the “flow of decisions” in 
hierarchically structured organizations composed of small, deci¬ 
sion-making groups by means of thought experiments. Obvious¬ 
ly, we must work with an idealized organization for this pur¬ 
pose but recognize that actual organizations are likely to be 
much less orderly in both structure and process. 

Thought Experiments: Minority Size, Minority Integra¬ 
tion, and Decision Process. Davis’s (1973) exploration of the ef¬ 
fect of several alternative social decision processes for final or¬ 
ganizational decision offers a useful initial illustration. That 
investigation showed that if the original distribution of individ¬ 
ual preferences was nonuniform, if the organization had a sim¬ 
ple hierarchical structure (such that the decision made at ope 
level would be carried on by that group’s representative and ad- 
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vocated in the group at the next highest level), and if the deci¬ 
sion-making process of groups at every level of the organization 
could be summarized by a common decision scheme (namely, a 
plurality determines the group choice), then the net effect of 
the process of moving from individual members preferences to 
the final organizational decision would be to exaggerate at the 
top (the final distribution of group decisions) the strength of 
preference at the bottom of the organization. That is, the ini¬ 
tially more popular alternatives become even more popular and 
the less preferred alternatives become less preferred still as the 
information (decision distribution) ascends the levels. If the or¬ 
ganization has enough levels, minority preferences can be al¬ 
most entirely suppressed. The thought experiment also demon¬ 
strated that different group decision processes (summarized by 
different social decision schemes) would produce rather differ¬ 
ent effects. Various sorts of plurality schemes summarize deci¬ 
sion processes for which there is strength in numbers, but de¬ 
pending on task demands and social context, among other 
things, quite different social decision processes are likely to 
emerge. (See Davis, 1982, for a discussion of social decision 
schemes as a function of task types.) One process that seems to 
characterize intellective tasks with no immediately obvious an¬ 
swer (for example, Davis, Hornik, and Hornseth, 1970) is the 
equiprobability scheme, which holds that all alternatives with at 
least one advocate are equally likely to be the group s choice. It 
turns out that such a decision scheme tends to level the distribu¬ 
tion of preferences, an effect that is compounded in a multi- 
leveled hierarchically structured organization-the leveling pro¬ 
gressing as the hierarchy is ascended. Finally, we may note that 
it is also possible to preserve the original distribution of individ¬ 
ual preferences as the decisional information flows upward in 
the organizational hierarchy as described above. Such preserva¬ 
tion is maintained by a proportionality social decision scheme, 
for which the probability of the group adopting an alternative is 
equal to the relative frequency of advocates for a position. 

The levels effect of the social decision processes just de¬ 
scribed is illustrated in Figure 9-7. In addition, the consequences 
of an averaging social decision scheme (the group choice is the 
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arithmetic mean of the positions advocated) are shown for pur¬ 
poses of comparison. Clearly, the way interaction effectively 
aggregates member choices, as well as the number of levels to be 
traversed within the organization, exerts a powerful influence 
° n * e ^ orm of 1116 information finally available at the top of 
the hierarchy. Observe, once more, that the degree of distortion 
(in the sense of inaccurately reflecting the grass-roots opinion) 
that may characterize the final distribution can be the conse¬ 
quence of a straightforward, sincere, democratic process, and in 
practice may go unrecognized by organization members. 

The thought experiments just described assumed a single 
underlying population of individuals in the organization-a fair- 
y unlikely lack of individual differences. Indeed, it is a more 
plausible assumption that an organization has several distinct 
subpopulations, possibly with different preference functions for 
each. Organizations also may differ in the organizational level at 
which their various subpopulations are integrated. In some 
cases, only units at the bottom of the organizational hierarchy 
may be homogeneous with respect to subpopulation member- 
ship-just as there may be less interpersonal variability within 
than between precincts in elections. In other cases, there may 
be more thorough integration of subpopulations throughout the 
organizational hierarchy. 

Using a thought experiment, Ono and Hulin (1984) re¬ 
cently extended earlier (Davis, 1973) analyses to examine the 
impact of minority group integration in an organizational struc¬ 
ture. In the interests of simplicity, they assumed that there were 
just three ordered decision alternatives, A u A 2 , and A 3 , and 
two subpopulations—a majority subpopulation that most 
strongly preferred alternative Aj, where the distribution of indi¬ 
vidual preferences was given by the probability vector p M = 
(.433, .333, .233), and a minority subpopulation in which A 3 
^m the u m ° St preferred alternative, given by p m = (.050, .100, 
.850). They further assumed five-person groups meeting at each 
level of a five-level organizational hierarchy. Again, the distribu- 
tion of group decisions at one level was taken as the distribution 
of individual preference at the next higher level. Finally, Ono 
and Hulin contrasted three decision schemes: strict equiproba- 
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bility (STEQ); plurality if one exists, equiprob ability otherwise 
(PLEQ); and plurality if one exists, proportionality otherwise 
(PLPR). Due to the inherent constraints of a five-person group 
choosing from among three alternatives, all pluralities were also 
majorities; therefore, PLEQ = MAEQ (majority wins if one 
exists, equiprobability otherwise). Similarly, PLPR - MAPR. 

Five alternative models of minority integration were 
examined. They are depicted in Figure 9-8. Model A has com- 

Figure 9-8. Alternative models for integration of minority and 
majority subpopulations in a hierarchical organization. 
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plete subpopulation integration throughout the organization. 
Succeeding models retain subpopulation segregation at ever 
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higher levels of the organization, such that by model E, repre¬ 
sentatives of the two subpopulations do not join the same 
group until the fifth and highest level. A final parametric varia¬ 
tion in Ono and Hulin’s thought experiment was the size of the 
majority; the majority subpopulation was assumed to represent 
60 percent, 70 percent, 80 percent, or 90 percent of all the indi¬ 
viduals in the organization and identical percentages of groups 
at the segregated levels of models B through E. 

The thought experiment’s results are plotted in Figure 
9-9 in terms of the level of support by the final level of the or¬ 
ganization for alternative A 3 , the minority’s most preferred 
alternative. Several patterns are evident. First, integration mod¬ 
el and majority size are irrelevant under a STEQ decision rule; 
as noted above, this type of group decision process tends to pro¬ 
duce a uniform preference distribution, and repeating its effect 
five times as in the present thought experiment completely flat¬ 
tens the preference function (that is, under STEQ, alternative 
A 3 is favored 33 percent of the time at the top of the organiza¬ 
tion). Second, and unsurprisingly, under more plausible decision 
processes (namely, majority or plurality wins), as the minority 
gets smaller, its preference becomes less likely to survive the or¬ 
ganizational decision-making process. Third, and most impor¬ 
tantly, as long as the minority is not too small, the more fully 
integrated the organization is, the more likely minority prefer¬ 
ence is to be reflected at the top of the organization. 

Summary and Implications. Many, if not most, organiza¬ 
tions are hierarchically organized. And it is not uncommon for 
there to exist some degree of segregation of distinctive subpopu¬ 
lations within organizations. Conventional wisdom holds that 
minorities will have more impact on the organization’s decision 
by electing their own representative (that is, by maintaining seg¬ 
regation of group composition at lower organizational levels). 
But Ono and Hulin’s analysis suggests that under familiar group 
decision processes, quite the opposite is true-minority opinion 
is more likely to emerge by fuller integration of the minority 
with the majority. 2 Of course, as in all thought experiments, 


2. Of course, it may be important for a minority to have its own 
representatives for other reasons: pride, ensuring that its position is force- 
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the usefulness of results depends upon the plausibility of the 
generating assumptions. Further simulations under alternative 
assumptions will in time add to our store of information. 

The Thought Experiment as a Method of Research 

Utility of Thought Experiments. We have tried to show in 
the preceding sections that thought experiments can serve a 
number of useful functions. First, they can reveal unanticipated 
regularities or complexities in behavior. Ono and Hulin s find¬ 
ings on minority integration nicely illustrated this point. Sec¬ 
ond, they can identify the most informative or important range 
of parameters for direct empirical study. For example, Kerr and 
MacCoun’s (1985) recent study of jury size used the findings of 
previous thought experiments to identify the types of cases and 
measures that should (and did) yield a jury size effect. Third, 
they can provide methodological aids. Kerr and Huang s thought 
experiments point out the apparent futility of drawing strong 
inferences about the strength of predictors of individual deci¬ 
sion-making behavior when one can only obtain group deci¬ 
sions. Such thought experiments could also be used to develop 
normative baselines as methodological tools. For example, sup¬ 
pose one is interested in determining whether a single group 
member from a population of interest (for example, a juror who 
has encountered some prejudicial pretrial publicity) has dispro¬ 
portionate influence on the group outcome. The techniques 
used by Kerr and Huang would enable one to predict groups’ 
decisions under the assumption that group members are indis¬ 
tinguishable except for their preferences. Deviations from this 
prediction in the direction of the distinctive member (for exam¬ 
ple, higher than predicted conviction rates for the pretrial pub¬ 
licity example) would disconfirm the equal-influence assump¬ 
tion. Finally, thought experiments can aid in theory develop¬ 
ment. Alternative social decision schemes can plausibly be 
viewed as alternative special-case theoretical models of the 


fully articulated, and so on. Different results are also possible under differ¬ 
ent assumptions, for example, fewer organizational levels, alternative deci- 
sion schemes. 
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group decision-making process, with implicit assumptions about 
social influence processes. Further, they have the virtue of pro¬ 
viding point predictions, which permits more nearly decisive 
falsification, and perhaps subsequent model revision and im¬ 
provement (Kerr, Stasser, and Davis, 1979). 

It is also important to reemphasize that we are not advo¬ 
cating thought experiments as a substitute for data. Ideally, a 
thought experiment, like any conceptual tool, must be consis¬ 
tent with the relevant data, when they exist. Rather, we advo¬ 
cate thought experiments as an adjunct and guide to data col¬ 
lection and theory development, which can be particularly use¬ 
ful at the early stages of inquiry, especially for questions with 
unusual ethical or practical barriers to thorough empirical study. 

General Prescriptions for Thought Experiments. The 
greatest impediment to further exploitation of thought experi¬ 
mentation is the scarcity of suitable theory. This approach gen¬ 
erally requires explicit, formal mathematical or computer mod¬ 
els. Unfortunately, the norm in the social and organizational 
sciences is the conceptual model that is cast largely or entirely 
in verbal terms, which may be interesting and provocative but 
typically yields only predictions, at best. Indeed, it is quite 
common for verbal models of social behavior to permit several 
formal mathematical versions, at least some of which may make 
contradictory predictions. (See Harris, 1976, for a thorough dis¬ 
cussion and illustrations.) 

Again, the results of a thought experiment are no more 
valid than its assumptions. For this reason, whenever possible, 
thought experiment assumptions should be empirically tested. 
Even though there may be instances where one can perform use¬ 
ful thought experiments even when assumptions cannot be 
checked empirically, our confidence in the results will generally 
be directly proportional to the quality of the empirical support 
for key assumptions. Thus, we have a considerable measure of 
confidence in the jury thought experiments described above, 
since empirical research has strongly supported the form of the 
social decision schemes they employ. But since we have very 
little good data on the nature of the decision-making process 
within large multileveled organizations, we must be more guarded 
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about the general applicability of Ono and Hulin’s simulation 
at this time. On the other hand, we have noted above that it is 
precisely at this early stage that thought experiments can be es¬ 
pecially useful. 

Finally, mindful of the inherent weakness of thought ex¬ 
perimentation, one should make every effort to capitalize on its 
strengths. At relatively little cost, one can vary parameters 
through quite wide ranges and include many different special 
cases or versions. Such parameter variation not only permits one 
to explore the robustness and generality of results but also Jielps 
increase the chances for making interesting new discoveries*’ per¬ 
haps unexpected. For example, had Hulin and Ono been con¬ 
tent to restrict their attention to very small minorities, we 
would not have their interesting results on minority integration. 

Closing Thoughts 

There are frequent disappointments in the application of 
social research results to various problems, whether from an 
engineering or evaluation perspective. We have been stressing 
here a better marriage between theory and data, a match that 
heretofore has perhaps favored data gathering. We argued earlier 
that it is often unlikely that sufficient data will be available or 
forthcoming m view of the phenomena with which social psy- 
c o ogy must deal. Actually, the problem is rather general, as 
has been noted by Boulding (1980): “Empirical regularities 
sometimes lead to the discovery of theoretical necessities, as 
happened in celestial mechanics, but science can never be satis¬ 
fied with empirical regularities unless it can discover the the¬ 
oretical necessities behind them. The idea that science consists 
merely m the discovery of empirical regularities is a total mis¬ 
understanding of its methods and its power. Without logical 
necessity, empirical regularity is little better than superstition” 
(p. 834). It is our thesis that the same disposition to search for 
empirical regularities without a parallel appreciation of theory 
lies behind many current difficulties in application, especially 
those involving task-oriented groups within organizations and 
institutions. 
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In a sense thought experiment is another name for simu¬ 
lation or the logical exploration of models-but perhaps a label 
that better captures the idea of extrapolating from data or 
social practice. Abelson’s (1968) summary of simulation and its 
virtues conveys much the same spirit. For example, Simulation 
is the exercise of a flexible imitation of processes and outcomes 
for the purpose of clarifying or explaining the underlying me¬ 
chanisms involved. The feat of imitation per se is not the impor¬ 
tant feature of simulations, but rather that successful imitation 
may publicly reveal the essence of the object being simulated” 

(p.275). • U V 

We conclude by noting that program evaluation has been 

highly successful during the past decade. Policymakers now rou¬ 
tinely expect assessment data to be part of the tools available 
for decision making. Part of the success of program evaluation 
may be attributed to research methods that make possible the 
efficient handling of large data sets and large-scale analyses. The 
notion of organizational and institutional accountability pro¬ 
vided an additional stimulus for public agencies, policies, and 
programs to be evaluated. The result has been a strong commit¬ 
ment to gathering empirical data to replace intuitive conclusions 
about the effects of social policy and programs-intuitions often 
influenced by political ideology and conventional wisdom. 

Just as the program evaluation revolution provided the 
means of improving decisions about current institutions, poli¬ 
cies, and so on, so might one hope that simulations, which we 
have camouflaged here as thought experiments, might provide a 
social engineering revolution, of sorts, about proposed organiza¬ 
tional changes. Formal models have moved scientists and policy¬ 
makers alike from data to orderly projections in areas varying 
from economics to meteorology—in just the fashion suggested 
(and illustrated) herein-but rarely in social and organizational 
psychology. (Gelfand and Solomon, 1973, and Penrod and Has- 
tie, 1979, are among the striking exceptions.) However, there 
may be little alternative in the years ahead to the use of thought 
experiments to improve on hunches and ideologically derived 
policies and programs, especially those involving potentially 
“expensive” changes to sensitive institutions such as the jury. 
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Reexamining 
Our Thoughts 
Concerning Groups 
in Organizations 

L. L. Cummings 


In reviewing the chapters in this book, I think I see two sets of 
themes. One I would label content themes and the other style 

themes. 


Content Themes 

I think there was considerable struggling—sometimes cre¬ 
atively, sometimes doggedly-with domain issues, and that 
struggle was reflected through almost the entirety of the first 
two-thirds of the chapters. And while I agree with Jim Davis 
that that is aggravating, I think it is necessary. The issues of con¬ 
struct definition and validation, I think, were central on our 
minds from the beginning. As I listened to Guzzo’s presentation 
and reflected on the ensuing discussion, my first assumption 
was that there had been some ground rules established; that is, 
that we were going to have a discussion about what groups are, 
what our boundaries and domains are for the conference. It be¬ 
came obvious to me that there were no ground rules established, 
probably advisably so. Several interpretations can now be 
placed on that. One is that, in general, the presentations that we 
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were to hear and study were ordered systematically by our 
coordinator to lead us in the direction of specificity, ranging 
rom Professor Guzzo’s wide-ranging invitation to wrestle with 
road constructs and domain issues to the last presentation 
dealing with extremely specific issues, so specific as to raise 
questions concerning the relevance to social settings and groups. 
The second possibility is that transition and development some- 

nZJuT T tUraI eV ° lution of a g™P, our group at Car- 
negie-Mellon in this case-that is, that we generally move from 

broad to specific topics on almost any generic topic. The third 

possibility is that the ambiguity about domain provided us an 

opportunity to get to know one another a bit. We could share 

ow our biases and perspectives have changed for those of us 

who knew one another before. For those of us who did not 

know one another before, one can express some things about 

groups t at signal and symbolize our own representation of 

groups and their roles in organizational contexts. I concluded 

the evening thinking that there is no intellectually honest way 

e area should avoid the construct problem as a continuing one 

and as a topic that should repeatedly come up. It clearly has 

done so in the intervening day and a half subsequent to our ini- 
tial session. 

Secondly, in tenns of content, I think the focus by and 
arge has been on relational issues between a group and other ac¬ 
tors or other agendas to the neglect of group processes-that is, 
o things that happen within groups. Professor Guzzo talked 
about groups and organizational effectiveness. Professors Hack- 
man and Walton talked about groups with leaders being outside 
of groups No one challenged them on this. Groups without 
eaders and leaders without groups are interesting concepts in 
themselves And the Walton/Hackman chapter, arguing that or¬ 
ganizational cultures are a way to get a handle on groups, repre¬ 
sents yet another variation on this theme. In other words we 
are encouraged to step outside of groups again in order to 
understand groups. Certainly Professor Schwartzman’s com¬ 
ments about the importance of mind sets and world views that 
come from a very different perspective to get a handle on 
groups represents this same consistent theme. Professor Brett’s 
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introduction to the idea of interrelationships between groups as 
a means to understanding group performance is also interpret- 

able within this theme. . , 

So it seems to me that a second theme is the tendency, 

even a strain at times, to look outside of groups for insights and 
creativity concerning group functioning rather than searching 
within the groups themselves for the infrastructures and e 
processes. Perhaps some would argue enough of that has been 
done. Many contributors to this conference have spent a lot of 
time and energy doing that and perhaps it is old hat, boring, and 
stale. On the other hand, one way to read it is that somehow we 
found ourselves in a position (trap) of looking at, if you like, t e 
organizational context of groups as opposed to processes within 
groups to gain understanding of what enhances task per or- 

mances of groups. . . . , 

The third theme is one of hope and optimism, mixed 

with a bit of arrogance and a bit of contentiousness, in dealing 
with some slightly alien concepts, whether they happen to come 
from our anthropologist colleague (Professor Schwartzman) or 
from other sources. But the theme of hope and optimism is cou¬ 
pled with the helpful myth that we are among the selected, 
self-selected at that, who possess the combination of call an 
ability to bring vitality back to the study of groups in organiza¬ 
tions. Obviously represented at the conference are scholars who 
have been at it a long time-some from the earliest days o t eir 
careers, others who are returning to the study of groups after 
explorations of other topics. I view that as very hopeful. Per¬ 
haps this is due to stubbornness, perhaps it is pure energy and 
perseverance, perhaps it is a shared belief that there is some¬ 
thing worth pursuing in terms of trying to understand perfor¬ 
mance variances between organizations and within organiza¬ 
tion T am not sure of the reason, but I do think there are 


themes of hope and optimism. 

Fourthly, there is clearly the theme of action. There is a 
theme of achieving groups, and while that was comfortable to 
most of us, Professor Schwartzman pointed out that we should 
be cautious about that comfort. The two extremes might be the 
position that groups are interesting in and of themselves, on the 
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one hand, and Professor Guzzo’s position that the only reason 
to study groups is to enhance the task performance of the 
group. Of course, that is an overly drawn contrast, but the dif¬ 
ferences in the views are striking. 

What are the consequences of emphasizing this action 
theme? It clearly facilitates links of group processes and struc¬ 
tures to important issues of performance and productivity in 
achievement settings. Secondly, it facilitates links to other topi¬ 
cal areas-not just in social psychology and organizational be¬ 
havior but also in economics, technology, and engineering. It 
suggests ways to link up with these disparate disciplines. That 
appears explicitly in Professor Goodman’s presentation. Clearly, 
several members of the workshop felt that this explicit, tight 
linking may be pushing too hard and too far in the direction of 
relevance and application. The theme also appears in Professor 
Davis’s associations of simulation and social engineering, partic¬ 
ularly with reference to evaluation research in policy studies. 

The conference discussions did not reflect much concern 
about what is lost when focusing our study of groups on task 
performance outcomes, either directly or indirectly via simula¬ 
tion. I am suggesting that we seem to have slipped into the ac¬ 
tion and application framework without due consideration qf 
this orientation for the scientific and intellectual study of 
groups. Do we lose rigor in the pursuit of real applications? Can 
we adequately model the realities of group processes in natural 
settings with meaningful tasks? 

The fifth content theme centers on the strain, both in the 
chapters themselves and in the discussions between general 
models, on the one hand, and what Professor Goodman labeled 
“fine-grained analysis,” on the other hand. The strain is most 
fully developed between Professor Goodman’s chapter presenting 
a discrete, fine-grained analysis and in Professor Brett’s chapter 
presenting an extremely broad view of analysis of intergroup re¬ 
lations. My colleague, Professor McGrath, in his companion dis¬ 
cussion piece, argues that the Goodman approach will not pro¬ 
duce generalizable science. Yet, the fine-grained understanding 
is the essence of description, an important, even necessary to 
some minds, first step of science. 
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Style Themes 

We finally broke the data barrier. I came in about 9:30 
on the opening evening (Sunday) and thought, “Well, now, that 
is a rather unrealistic expectation to start off with data.” I 
checked at 11:00 Monday morning and still found no data 
around. One of our colleagues had asked, I think at that point, 
if there were any data. That first query was clearly perceived 
with humor by most present. Nevertheless, by noon on Mon¬ 
day, I was getting hungry for data. One of our colleagues had 
asked twice by now and by 2:10 Monday, we still had no data. 
We were getting into arguments about how to collect data and 
what constitutes data, but still no data. By 4:00 Monday after¬ 
noon we still had no data. Nobody had talked about or pre¬ 
sented any data. We finally broke the barrier Tuesday about 
8:30. Paul Goodman’s chapter clearly broke the barrier. In the 
last two chapters, we have lots of data. In one case, I question 
whether those data are real and meaningful. But we have been 
data rich on Tuesday. Again, we might attribute that to our 
conference organizer, who established the order of the presen¬ 
tations, but I cannot see how we can attribute it to the im¬ 
maturity of this group, given the rich years of empiricism rep¬ 
resented in it. 

A second style theme focuses on our apparent lack of 
acceptance of the advocacy of active listening. One of the mem¬ 
ber skills that are frequently advocated in effectively perform¬ 
ing teams is active listening. We here at the conference have 
illustrated considerable opportunity for each of us to improve 
these skills. Each of us has said or implied, “I have not made 
myself clear.” That represents the more polite among us. More 
aggressively, “I have been misunderstood,” and, finally, I do not 
think we have had anyone say, “Damn it, you are just not listen¬ 
ing. We are, naturally enough, formulating our own response 
while others are contributing. That has been a style that I think 
is worth reflecting on, and it has led to a certain sense of discon¬ 
tinuity. That discontinuity is real in the sense that the chapters 
were not integrated in any logical order or systematically coor¬ 
dinated by the contributors. However, our own styles have led 
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to a greater sense of discontinuity than, in fact, may have been 
the case in the substance of the chapters themselves. 

Finally, in terms of style, I asked myself, “Did we be¬ 
come a group?” I used three criteria that are, in fact, articulated 
in some of the chapters. First, did we have a common goal? Per¬ 
haps we had an image of an emerging book coupled with the in¬ 
tention of experiencing an intellectually and socially enjoyable 
time. But was that an articulated common goal? Not really; 
rather, it appeared to me as an emerging goal. We certainly took 
ourselves seriously. As a matter of fact, I think Professor 
Schwartzman used the term playful when describing a disturb¬ 
ing absence in our discourse. In fact, I think that occurred as 9 . 
specific response to Professor Goodman, who was saying, 
“Helen, you should worry about that or you should work on 
that.” I think that Professor Schwartzman’s response was some¬ 
thing like “I will play with it or deal with it play fully .” The es¬ 
sence seems to be that we have been too rigid, too traditional, 
too bound to our received paradigmatic ways. Perhaps playful¬ 
ness would contribute to our creativity. Perhaps taking our¬ 
selves seriously to a fault, intellectually at least, is a commen¬ 
tary on our early assumptions and definitions of what the 
conference process ought to be in order to generate some kind 
of common goal. Perhaps we worked too hard at that. And, 
more importantly, perhaps task groups in work organizations 
frequently commit similar errors of process, yielding similar 
losses of creativity. 

Secondly, are we interdependent through our work flows 
or social systems? Clearly not, except as perhaps pooled through 
the coordinator of the session and the editors of the book. 

Thirdly, is there some sense of a common image of what 
we are generally about, short of an explicitly articulated and 
shared goal? There does seem to be a desire to struggle toward 
some common sense of membership. Movement toward that 
end will partially depend upon what happens after the confer¬ 
ence itself, both with regard to the book and the exchange of 
chapters. But there is an implicit belief that if we attain inter¬ 
dependence through reflections across chapters, then that will 
produce outcomes that aie likely to make an intellectual con- 
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tribution and will also enhance the maintenance of our good 
feelings about three days well spent. It is clear that we are con¬ 
cluding our time together with that hope. Whether we achieve 
those ends depends partly upon technology but mostly on our 
efforts over the next six to twelve months. 

Disturbing Contributions 

I wish to address what I consider to be the most disturb¬ 
ing contributions made at the conference. It is difficult to find 
a socially acceptable label for this task. The term disturbing gen¬ 
erally means bothersome, troublesome, even undesirable. In 
this context, I am referring to the variance-creating potential of 
an idea. These ideas disturbed my status quo, my intellectual 
slumber. They woke me up. They bothered me. Some I indexed 
as intellectually disturbing, others as emotionally disturbing. 
The underlying criterion is that the idea yields suggestions for 
elaboration and amplification. 

Let us begin with Professor Guzzo’s chapter. Here I was 
struck by the exclusive focus on groups with tasks. Certainly 
task-performing groups are the center of our attention and 
study at this conference. However, there are definitely insights 
to be gained about task groups from studying groups searching 
for tasks, groups letting go of tasks, and groups that have tasks 
different than most observers of the group think they have. The 
narrow focus suggested by Professor Guzzo’s chapter would 
seem to lead us to an unfortunately static (as opposed to devel¬ 
opmental) understanding of how groups find, perform, evaluate, 
and change their tasks. 

Professors Hackman and Walton’s chapter offers the dis¬ 
turbing idea that leaders of groups do not necessarily need to be 
group members. This strikes me as a novel notion because it im¬ 
plies mechanisms of influence by the leader on the group that 
are not neatly embedded in the existing literature and theory on 
influence. Of course, in a very simplistic sense, it is possible that 
a group has a formally appointed leader who has no social rela¬ 
tions with any group member. That is straightforward but so 
simplistic as to be unrealistic. Of course, I believe that Hackman 
and Walton have something beyond this in mind, and not being 


Reexamining Our Thoughts on Groups 


357 


able to discern the underlying influence mechanisms operating 
between such leaders and group members is disturbing. The au¬ 
thors do not clarify what these mechanisms might be. 

The Walton and Hackman chapter argues that transitions 
between management philosophies or cultures provide opportu¬ 
nities for enlightening and understanding group functions. I 
think their conception of what transitions are useful to exam¬ 
ine should be broadened to include transitions from commit¬ 
ment to control (as well as control to commitment). In addition, 
control can lead to revolt rather than commitment. Articulat¬ 
ing the conditions for each transition would be a major contri¬ 
bution. It is a very Americanized and certainly a Western version 
of transitions presented here, even myopic in its focus. 

In the case of Professor Schwartzman’s chapter, my dis¬ 
turbance was that she implied that somehow the existing social 
psychological work on groups can be allowed off the hook 
merely by clearly articulating that these psychological and an¬ 
thropological differences are differences of taste, differences of 
focus, differences of preference. I believe these differences 
should be treated as fundamentally different world views, dif¬ 
ferent research paradigms, different research strategies. As the 
conference progressed, Professor Schwartzman opened fire just 
a bit on Professor Goodman for only meekly pursuing the re¬ 
search subject’s world view in his work. That is, although Good¬ 
man’s fine-grained analysis represented a proper step, it failed to 
recognize the fundamental differences in world views and para¬ 
digms necessary to actually understand the participants’ views. 
But the scenario wasn’t over yet because Professor Hackman 
opened fire on our colleague from anthropology by recognizing 
that while the group had been listening to her for quite a while, 
Professor Schwartzman had not yet actually described exactly 
what she would do if studying task groups. And, of course, Pro¬ 
fessor Schwartzman was ready. I suspected she was ready two 
days earlier to respond to that and when she finally did respond 
to it, she gave us an actual example of an agenda of how she or 
someone of her background, training, and orientation would go 
about studying that phenomenon. So perhaps the hook finally 
sunk it. 

In Professor Brett’s chapter, the thing that caused my 
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mind to twirl was her position that intergroup exchanges are 
best conceptualized in a complex paradigm focusing on negotia¬ 
tion and bargaining. It is not clear that the leverage is greater 
using that approach to understanding intergroup relations than 
looking at intergroup relationships as opportunities for cooper¬ 
ation, for cooptation, or for creative disengagement. We need to 
examine the conditions and rules for abandoning the premise of 
interrelating. This outcome and the processes antecedent to it 
seem neglected in her framework. In addition, there needs to be 
a connection made between within-group processes and inter¬ 
group relations. Brett’s negotiation orientation neglects the im¬ 
pact of within-group negotiations. Within-group bargaining itself 
is likely to be a valuable arena for the acquisition of the kinds 
of skills that Brett is calling for in lateral negotiations. There are 
likely to be reciprocal influences as well—that is, the nature of 
intergroup relationships will affect the structure and the alloca¬ 
tion of resources within groups. 

In Professor Goodman’s chapter, the disturbing element 
is the creeping turtle of fine-grained analysis. It creeps up on us 
through the general distrust of general models for group task 
performance. Some of us seem to want to move to generaliza¬ 
tions about groups without data and to very broad generaliza¬ 
tions at a hare’s pace. Goodman’s chapter challenges that strat¬ 
egy. Of course, Goodman’s prescriptions and applications were 
challenged, not only by Schwartzman but by Professor Walton 
as well. But I was disturbed that the turtle and the hare never 
met; that is, they were passing each other with little recognition 
because of the different languages. The creative potential in the 
combination of the two strategies was missed. Are the differ¬ 
ences just around the issue of pace and the slowness of the pace 
implied by this creeping turtle of fine-grained analysis? I doubt 
that. It may center on a deeper kind of notion about the bene¬ 
fits of starting with broad generalizations and working toward 
detailed, fine-grained understanding as opposed to the richness 
contained in understanding the discrete details in the beginning 
and then building carefully bounded, limited domain models. 

Goodman also tends to view the work group as a manager 
would do. His is the most managerially oriented chapter. He 
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warns of early generalizations. He advocates getting into the 
field with early descriptive approaches to understanding the 
work group. I think that disturbed some of us. Why does it dis¬ 
turb us? Well, first of all, what he has done is not really a Har¬ 
vard Business School case. We could understand our anxiety 
about that! We could classify that and know what to do with it. 
Yet, it really is not an ethnographic study either, as Professor 
Schwartzman clearly pointed out. The world that he is viewing 
is still the world of the researcher, not the world that he claims 
to be studying. Perhaps some of us are disturbed because his ap¬ 
proach is not the most elegant route to conceptual and empiri¬ 
cal generalization. 

Professor Davis’s chapter introduces the aging-scholar 
syndrome. He used it metaphorically by asserting, This is the 
mirror I’ll hold up to myself, and if I see myself having the 
symptoms of the aging scholar, I will become very tense about 
it.” The syndrome’s most telling symptom is advocating types 
of research that one does not conduct oneself. Professor Davis 
advocates and conducts what he labels as “thought experi¬ 
ments” (simulations of the more mundane). He defines a 
thought experiment as an aid to extrapolate from known em¬ 
pirical results in interpolating between existing sets of findings. 
That is disturbing because he is limited to studying the known 
and those problems about which we already have a body of em¬ 
pirical evidence from which to build models. So we have the 
disturbing possibility that, on the one hand, we most need simu¬ 
lation to study phenomenon about which we know little be¬ 
cause of feasibility constraints—economic, ethical, political— 
and, on the other hand, we need some kind of empirical data on 
phenomena prior to generating and creating simulations. We 
need a basis for building the simulation and it probably must be 
something other than the experiments of Professor Davis’s mind 
(and others). He has presented us a very interesting and disturb¬ 
ing dilemma. How much data do you need before you start? 
How do you start to build a model? At one place Davis even 
uses the terminology “going from mind experiments to simula¬ 
tions.” Somehow this progression leads Davis to allowing him¬ 
self to use the term model. That is, indeed, a hare’s leap of con- 
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siderable proportions. Equally disturbing is Davis’s assertion 
that conclusions drawn from simulations would have any influ¬ 
ence on opinions of important individuals making important de¬ 
cisions. Of course, these are decisions on relatively unaccessible 
social judgments where going to simulations may be necessary; 
that is, accessing “real” data is not feasible. Three central issues 
should be raised concerning this advocacy. First, what types of 
persons, particularly in terms of their cognitive processing, 
would likely be susceptible to influence by simulation data? 
Second, are there such persons presently in significant decision 
roles? Third, under what political and organizational conditions 
are they most likely to be susceptible to such influence? 

Professor Latane’s chapter was very disturbing because 
what he is really saying is that groups are not necessarily the 
most appropriate avenue for enhancing organizational perfor¬ 
mance—and that was supposed to be the central position and 
theme of the whole conference. That position seems counter¬ 
culture at the extreme! But beyond this, and the most disturb¬ 
ing element of Latane’s chapter, is his creative, if misleading, 
labeling. Social loafing could just as easily be viewed as individ¬ 
ual leisure generation. The positional biases need to be recog¬ 
nized. Individuals may well seek refuge within groups in order 
to express leisure (nonperformance) behaviors. The reduced 
group performance is a by-product, not an intent, as loafing im¬ 
plies. 


Conclusion 

My guess is that if we had had in attendance a person or 
persons playing the role of broker, they would have easily taken 
much of the caution and uncertainty out of our conclusions. In 
almost every chapter there are translatable conclusions, argu¬ 
ments, and findings (in a few cases) of direct relevance to organ¬ 
izational functioning. The greatest barrier to our having an im¬ 
pact is our extreme caution that we may not (or do not) know 
enough to make prescriptions. I challenge that, and I believe 
that an assigned broker for our ideas would find our caution un¬ 
necessary and a blockage to our creativity. We establish a cul- 
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ture for ourselves not to be useful. Beyond that, it is unlikely 
that we would not make it easy for someone to perform these 
translations to real world applications. But I think that there is 
an intelligent, sophisticated audience who wouldn’t even ques¬ 
tion us. They would be convinced that our theoretical and evi¬ 
dential basis is more than ample to expect accountability for 
use of our ideas and evidence in addressing important organiza¬ 
tional and social problems centering on groups. 



Studying Groups 
at Work: 

Ten Critical Needs 
for Theory 
and Practice 

Joseph E. McGrath 


This book deals with the task performance of work groups in 
organizations. One central premise of this book seems to be that 
task performance of work groups in organizations ought to be a 
major field of inquiry. Many of the chapters imply such an idea 
and further imply that such a topic would be a feasible and val¬ 
uable focus for systematic research. Only in a few spots have 
questions been raised about the proper scope or definition of 
the topic: Should things other than task performance be in¬ 
cluded? How should the contributions of members of those 
work groups be dealt with? Should any group phenomena that 
take place outside work organizations be given consideration? 
But nowhere does the book question the value or feasibility of 
building a field of study that concentrates on task performance 
of work groups in organizations. 

I wish to thank Janice R. Kelly for her helpful comments on an 
earlier draft of this chapter. Correspondence about the chapter should be 
addressed to Joseph E. McGrath, 235 Psychology Building, University of 
Illinois, 603 E. Daniels Street, Champaign, Ill. 61820. 
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Such questions would seem worth asking, I think, be¬ 
cause of the history of research in related areas. There is along 
history of study of task performance in groups, as well as pro¬ 
ductivity and task proficiency in work organizations. There is 
ample reason to question whether research in either of those 
two areas has been as successful as we would wish. Why, then, 
should we expect that a concentrated effort in what appears to 
be the intersection of those two areas of study will somehow be 
more successful? 

That question can be asked in another, more optimistic 
form, namely, what could we do differently, in our study of 
work groups in organizations, to increase the chances that such 
work will be more successful than past work in related areas? 
This chapter addresses the latter, optimistic form of the ques¬ 
tion—what are the requirements for successful study in this 
area? 

If we are to build a full-fledged field devoted to the study 
of task performance of work groups in organizations, we will 
need to handle certain methodological, conceptual, and sub¬ 
stantive issues better than they have been handled in past work 
in related fields. Specifically, we need: 

1. To use better methodological tools , primarily data collec¬ 
tion tools 

2. To use broadband strategies that are multivariate, multi¬ 
method, and multioccasion 

3. To put more emphasis on theory 

4. To study groups as intact social systems and to do so at a 
group level of analysis 

5. To build a conception of how groups vary in type 

6. To build a conception of how group tasks vary in type 

7. To use a broader conception of the range of content to be 
included in our study 

8. To study groups in context 

9. To take seriously the idea of temporal patterns in groups 
10. To take seriously the idea of group process 

Some of these critical needs are surely old hat. I call them 
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the “of course” requirements of our field. In much of our litera¬ 
ture, they are recognized as needs, and simultaneously dis¬ 
missed, by prefacing statements about them with “of course. 
. . .” To wit: “Of course, we need new and better data collec¬ 
tion tools and a broadband methodology.” “Of course, we need 
to give more attention to theory.” “Of course, we need to 
worry about the context within which these behaviors take 
place.” But those “of course” needs are far more often honored 
in the breach than in the observance. 

Others of these critical needs are less often talked about, 
and perhaps they are therefore more important to dwell upon. 
These include, especially, the need to study groups as intact so¬ 
cial systems, in a context that involves time as well as place and 
situation, and to focus on process. Therefore, this chapter gives 
more emphasis to these less familiar needs than to the more 
familiar “of course” requirements. 

I will argue that these ten critical needs are important 
considerations in any systematic attempt to build a field of 
study that deals with groups at work. I will argue further that, 
if we give only lip service to them in our study of task perfor¬ 
mance of work groups in organizations (as we have done for 
many of them in other related areas of study), we may once 
again find that we have spent a lot of time and effort to build a 
“pile of data” that we then cannot translate into a “body of 
knowledge”—knowledge about task performance of work 
groups in organizations. 

The remainder of this chapter will present brief discus¬ 
sions of these ten critical needs and reflect on parts of the con¬ 
ference in relation to those requirements. The critical needs will 
be dealt with in three clusters. The first three are methodologi¬ 
cal, the middle four are conceptual, and the last three are sub¬ 
stantive. They are, I think, in order of increasing importance. 

Some Methodological Requirements: 

To Use Better Tools, Broader Strategies and More Theory 

The main methodological requirements for successful sys¬ 
tematic study of work groups in organizations, I believe, are for 
a more balanced array of data collection tools, a broader array 
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of strategic approaches, and, especially, a stronger emphasis on 
theory. 

Data Collection Tools . We need improved methodological 
tools, especially better data-generating tools. We have a power¬ 
ful array of sophisticated tools for data processing and analysis. 
They are, if anything, too strong for the data we usually feed 
them. We need better data to put into them. 

We particularly need a better balance of data collection 
methods that do not rely entirely on self-reports of workers or 
of managers. It may seem unnecessary to bring up this matter 
in the present context. Everyone knows it! I would agree that 
this is surely one of the major “of courses” in our field. Every¬ 
one agrees that we need to use measures of different kinds that 
compensate for each other’s strengths and weaknesses. But it is 
still the case that a very large majority of all empirical evidence 
in research on work organizations is based on such self-reports. 

This is not to downgrade the value of such self-report 
data. I would join Webb and colleagues (Webb and others, 
1981), and many others, in praising the substantial strengths of 
questionnaires and other self-reports, while at the same time 
warning of their serious limitations if used exclusively. Research 
on work organizations, as well as behavioral science research in 
general, has too often relied totally on such self-reports. Direct 
observations, with or without mechanical aids, also have serious 
weaknesses and limitations, but they constitute a powerful com¬ 
plement to self-report measures. Similarly, trace measures, so 
eloquently urged by Webb and colleagues, have serious limita¬ 
tions. But their very strengths (nonreactivity) are the major 
weaknesses of self-reports; hence, they are valuable in combina¬ 
tion with self-reports and methods of other types. Many behav¬ 
ioral scientists seem to shun the use of archival information, or 
at least to be uncomfortable with it. But such evidence often 
could serve valuable purposes, especially in research on continu¬ 
ing work groups within organizations. 

This is not an argument for any one method; rather it is 
an argument for no one method . The need for a better balance 
of data collection methods is certainly one of those “of course” 
requirements that we too often accept in principle and ignore in 
practice. 
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Diverse Research Strategies. Not only do we need to em¬ 
ploy a variety of measurement methods, we also need to bring a 
broader band of methodological strategies (for example, field 
studies, experiments, computer simulations, sample surveys, and 
so on) to our study of work groups in organizations. Further¬ 
more, within each of the strategies that we might employ, we 
need a broadband approach to data collection. We need sets 
of data that are multivariate and that involve multiple types 
of measures from multiple sources for each of those varia¬ 
bles. Such bodies of data also need to reflect evidence from 
multiple occasions and a dynamic view of the systems under 
study. 

At least two chapters in this book give special emphasis 
to this critical need for a wider array of research strategies than 
are generally employed in research on work groups in organiza¬ 
tions. Davis and Kerr (Chapter Nine) argue eloquently for the 
value of using a class of research strategies that they term 
thought experiments and that I call formal theories. These 
thought experiments are a means to extend and multiply our 
intellectual muscle, so to speak. Indeed, thought experiments 
offer us a means to pose, systematically, some questions that we 
cannot ask at all in a direct empirical fashion. Davis and Kerr do 
not propose thought experiments as a substitute for experimen¬ 
tation and careful observation. On the contrary, they argue for 
the use of formal models that are built on the best evidence 
we have from empirical and theoretical work of the past and 
that can be used to assess the complex consequences of the 
most promising hypotheses currently considered of interest in 
a given topical area. 

Schwartzman (Chapter Seven), in contrast, calls for 
broadening the array of empirical strategies that are used in re¬ 
search on task performance of groups in organizations to take 
the perspective of the individual into account. She argues that 
virtually all work in these areas is done from the point of view 
of the “system,” of the work organization, rather than from the 
perspective of its members. She suggests that we could learn a 
lot by asking about the system and its operation from the per¬ 
spectives of the “natives” who inhabit it and whose behavior is 
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the putative topic of interest. Schwartzman’s prescription is 
quite in keeping with the critical need to use a wider array of 
research strategies, whose strengths and limitations can comple¬ 
ment and offset one another. 

More Focus on Theory . We must stop acting as if theory 
were either a naughty word to be shunned or a public relations 
consideration to be tacked onto our work later, when it needs 
to be packaged and sold. We must stop acting as if it were pos¬ 
sible (let alone desirable) to have evidence without interpreta¬ 
tion. 

Since I consider formal theory to be one class of research 
strategy (Runkel and McGrath, 1972; McGrath, Martin, and 
Kulka, 1982; Brinberg and McGrath, 1985), the need for more 
focus on theory is, in my view, really just a special case of the 
need for a broader array of research strategies. But it is a very 
special case that deserves special pleading. 

Behavioral scientists who have a strong preference for an 
empirical approach to research often talk about “grounded the¬ 
ory.” That phrase sometimes turns out to mean “theory” that 
starts at—and largely remains at—the raw empirical level. It is 
one thing to “ground” theory in empirical evidence, as in Davis 
and Kerr’s use of extant evidence as the base for their thought 
experiments. It is quite another matter to keep our research in¬ 
formation permanently “grounded” because we are unwilling 
to go beyond empirical description to bring useful theoretical 
concepts into our interpretations. The latter seems to be, too 
often, the implicit posture of the behavioral science work on 
groups in organizations. 

Substantive theory has many functions, among them a 
screening or filtering function and a focusing function. Further¬ 
more, as I have argued elsewhere (for example, Brinberg and 
McGrath, 1985; McGrath and Brinberg, 1984), an emphasis on 
substantive theory early in the research process is one route by 
which the basic researcher and applied researcher can approach 
the same problems from a common ground, rather than in 
seeming conflict with each other. Such a rapprochement of ap¬ 
plied and basic research is badly needed in research on organi¬ 
zations. 
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Conceptual Requirements 

The central conceptual issues revolve around our need to 
deal with our units of study with more conceptual clarity. In 
the present context, that means that we must study work 
groups in organizations as intact social systems, and do so at a 
group level of analysis. This need, in turn, implies that we have 
some means for conceptualizing different classes of groups and 
different types of tasks in which those groups may be engaged. 
It also implies that we need to deal with the behavior of those 
groups with respect to a much broader array of content than 
just simple task performance outcomes. Rather than identifying 
our focus as the study of work groups, perhaps we should iden¬ 
tify it as the study of groups at work . 

Studying Groups at a Group Level of Analysis. We need 
to study work groups as if they were semiautonomous, intact 
social systems that are partially independent of, though also 
interdependent with, other parts of the work organization. We 
need to approach the group as a unit, not as a collection of 
members or even a collection of dyadic relations. We need to 
study groups as concrete systems and to recognize that groups 
are full-fledged social systems, not just vehicles for task perfor¬ 
mance. 

Closely related to the need to deal with groups as intact 
social systems is the need to do our group research at a group 
level of analysis. We need to get beyond the idea that a group is 
a forum for shaping members. It is that, but it is also much 
more than that. We also need to get beyond the idea that the 
group is to be construed as the simple sum of its members, and 
the group’s behavior as the simple sum of its members’ behav¬ 
iors. We need to ask, “What goes on at the group level ?” 

A group level of analysis is especially important, I think, 
for those interested in organizations. When researchers try to 
work without some level of analysis between the organization as 
a whole and the individuals who are its members, they burden 
themselves with an incredibly complex set of interconnections. 
Much of this complexity can be organized, so to speak, by at¬ 
tending to patterns of interrelation among individuals at inter- 
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mediate levels and construing those patterns as systems in them¬ 
selves. It is perhaps analogous to the biologist trying to work 
only with the level of cells and the level of organisms, refusing to 
take seriously such intermediate levels as organs and functional 
subsystems (cardiovascular, neural, and so on). It might be pos¬ 
sible to do so, but it certainly would be more complex. So it is 
with organization research that ignores intermediate levels—such 
as the level of work groups as intact systems. 

These themes arose at several points in the conference on 
which this book is built. Several of the contributors, most nota¬ 
bly Hackman and Walton, emphasized the importance of regard¬ 
ing the units of study as intact and complex social systems—not 
just as a set of people with a common task and a common 
supervisor, not just as a set of dyads who work together, not 
just as a task performance vehicle within a subsystem of an or¬ 
ganization, but as an intact social system, a concrete social unit, 
worthy of study in and of itself. 

Goodman’s approach (Chapter Four) carries this theme 
to its most extreme form. His is a modified form of a sociotech¬ 
nical approach, as I understand it; and in any such approach the 
focus needs to be on the intact social system. But in such a 
sociotechnical view, the focal system includes the hardware, the 
location, the work procedures, and the situational factors, as 
well as the people and their relationships. I am urging just such 
a sociotechnical view of work groups—namely, a view that fo¬ 
cuses on the operating system itself. 

Goodman uses this approach to argue for a much more 
idiographic approach to the study of work groups in organiza¬ 
tions than has been the habit of behavioral scientists working on 
these problems. He believes that we have tried to generalize too 
much, too far, and too soon. In Goodman’s view, I infer, we 
have tried to generalize across groups and types of groups far 
too broadly and have done so far too early in our knowledge 
accrual process. He seems to argue that we should immerse our¬ 
selves thoroughly in the particularities of content and process of 
the specific groups we are studying (in his case, specific mine 
sites of particular coal-mining companies); we should under¬ 
stand those processes in relatively complete detail before we at- 
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tempt to generalize that understanding to a broader array of 
groups—even to other operations of that same mining company 
or to other similar mining companies, much less to other work 
organizations that assemble cars or sell insurance or ship cargo 
overseas. Furthermore, from his work on such groups, he reaches 
conclusions that suggest that a major part of the variance in 
work group productivity is associated with “individual differ¬ 
ences,” not among the members of such work groups as individ¬ 
ual human beings but rather among the specific work groups 
(the “system” composed of workers, their supervisors, their 
machinery, their work site, and combinations of all of those 
contributing sources) as unique, concrete systems that operate 
as intact social units. 

I do not agree with Goodman’s idiographic prescription. 1 
I do not think it a necessary consequence of an attempt to 
study work groups as intact social systems at a group level of 
analysis. If he were right, then we should each set about devel¬ 
oping a “science of mine shaft 32,” or mine shaft 46, or assem¬ 
bly plant G, or whatever our personal piece of the grand pie is to 
be. Further, we would hope that meanwhile someone else is de¬ 
veloping an equivalent intimate knowledge of all the other spe¬ 
cific instances of mine shafts and offices and field stations and 
warehouses to which we might ultimately want to generalize 
our understandings. 

I hope Goodman is not right on this issue, for two rea¬ 
sons. One is a matter of personal preference; I really don’t want 
to get to know most “intact social systems” at the level of inti¬ 
macy that would be necessary to carry off that totally particu¬ 
laristic approach. I just don’t want to be the world’s leading stu¬ 
dent of mine shaft 32! To paraphrase Will Rogers, I have never 
met a group I liked that much! 

The other reason, a much more important one, is a mat¬ 
ter of the logic of our enterprise. If Goodman were right, then 


1. Actually, Goodman probably does not agree with it in the ex¬ 
treme form in which I have presented it (and in which he presented it at 
the conference). He offered it in extreme form to stir controversy and 
make a point. I respond to his extreme formulation, here, in the same spirit. 
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we would be out of the science business altogether and in the 
history business—as some social psychologists (for example, 
Gergen, 1973) have argued that we are. By the time we could 
study each specific system in its full particularity and digest and 
communicate what we had learned, that concrete system would 
be a thing of the past. This statement is more than just a version 
of the Heraclitean saying that we cannot step in the same river 
twice. The kind of particularistic and idiographic immersion in 
the focal system reflected in Goodman’s work involves not just 
a stepping into the river, so to speak, but a concentrated splash¬ 
ing around in it. Two consequences of that intense immersion 
are pertinent here: First, the very thrashing around—the re¬ 
search process itself—changes the river, often in dramatic ways. 
In the behavioral sciences, research activities themselves disturb 
the phenomena being studied. Second, surely even the most 
nondynamic views of such systems would expect substantial 
changes to occur during the considerable period of time it 
would take to carry out such a total immersion strategy. So the 
system we are studying will change while we are studying it and 
because we are studying it. If we followed this prescription, we 
would each mount an enormous research effort to learn about 
one particular concrete system in all its particularistic and idio¬ 
syncratic glory, only to find at the end of that effort that the 
system we presumably know all about no longer exists. And, by 
this rationale, our information is not to be generalized, even to 
another copy of that same kind of system, much less to systems 
of other kinds. Such a resource-consuming enterprise could 
serve no purpose other than satisfying the curiosity and fatten¬ 
ing the vita of the individual researcher! If Goodman is right, in 
the extreme form of his antigeneralization argument, we are out 
of the knowledge accrual business and in the business of being 
social system raconteurs (and raconteuses)! 

Nevertheless, I think we must take seriously Goodman’s 
evidence that a very large part of the variance in work group 
productivity is “between specific groups” variance. Evidence on 
the same point exists elsewhere. For example, Kent and McGrath 
(1969) studied groups of various gender compositions working 
on tasks of three types and found “among groups” variance to 
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be a major component of the variation on task product charac¬ 
teristics, along with task type, whereas very little of the variation 
was associated with gender composition or with the higher-order 
interactions of those factors. Furthermore, in their integration 
of small group research information, McGrath and Altman 
(1966) found that one of the most consistently significant rela¬ 
tions in the small group research literature was for (unspecified) 
between group differences on a variety of dependent variables. 

Such evidence, along with Goodman’s, means at least that 
the groups we study (in both field and lab) differ from one an¬ 
other in a variety of important ways that are not taken into 
account in our experimental designs. I find this less an argu¬ 
ment against generalization than a challenge to do it better—and 
another strong indication of our fundamental need for more 
and better theory. I agree with Goodman that we need to study 
work groups in more detail. But I think we need to do so, not as 
an alternative to generalization across groups, but as an aid to it. 

Classifying Variations in the Groups We Study . One rea¬ 
son for this discrepancy in views, perhaps, is that the matter has 
been posed in dichotomous terms. Thus far, the discussion has 
seemed to pose the choice between believing that every group is 
unique and not comparable to others or that all groups are 
alike and information about any one of them applies to all oth¬ 
ers. Actually, of course, neither of those two positions is even 
sensible, let alone likely to be true. Instead, groups come (or 
are constructed) in a variety of shapes and sizes, colors and 
kinds. One of the ways in which we can resolve some of the 
issues already discussed is to try to specify, much more care¬ 
fully than is often done, just what kinds of groups are to be the 
subject of any given inquiry. 

In short, we need some form of classification of types of 
groups if we are to clarify how the behavior of different types 
of groups may vary. In fact, an effective classification of groups, 
into subclasses that are homogeneous in regard to key system 
features (including technology), would provide a resolution of 
the dilemma of generalization versus specificity that was dis¬ 
cussed in the preceding section and thereby dissolve the dis¬ 
agreement between Goodman’s idiographic view and my own. 



Studying Groups at Work 


373 


It is remarkable how little effort has been given, in the 
group research field, to what would seem to be a fundamental 
definitional task for any field of study: the development of a 
meaningful classification of major varieties of its units of study. 
I have reviewed some of those efforts elsewhere (McGrath, 
1984). The tendency to ignore what types of groups were in¬ 
volved in a given study, when we try to generalize over studies, 
does not seem to be any less prevalent in studies of work groups 
in organizations than it has been in the past in group research in 
general. 

Elsewhere (McGrath, 1984), I have presented a classifica¬ 
tion of types of social units that have been, or could be, the fo¬ 
cus of study in work regarded as group research. Some features 
of that classification are relevant to the present context. In that 
classification system, the entities that researchers have used as 
their focal units for study, in work that gets regarded as re¬ 
search on groups, are divided into three main categories, each 
with a number of subdivisions. Some studies of groups (many 
would say too few) deal with entities that could reasonably be 
called natural groups . I regard as natural groups those social 
units whose existence and behavior is independent of any on¬ 
going research project to which they might (knowingly or un¬ 
wittingly) be contributing evidence. Such groups are not created 
by the investigator. Their composition, structure, and process is 
not determined by the investigator. The tasks on which they 
work are not chosen by the investigator. They are not behaving 
so as to attain goals set by that investigator. 

Other studies of groups—a far larger set than the first- 
deal with entities that I call concocted groups . I consider con¬ 
cocted groups to be social units that exist, or have the particular 
form they do, because they are part of some ongoing research 
activity. Such units are created, or modified in their composi¬ 
tion, structure, task, goals, or process, by researchers and for 
research purposes. 

The distinction between natural and concocted groups is 
not a distinction between groups that are “real” and “not real.’* 
Concocted groups are real, in the sense that individual behavior 
and group processes operate in context. But they are not natural 
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groups, in that such behavior and processes are not an integral 
part of the lives of the group and its members. Concocted groups 
are doing what they are doing because they are part of a re¬ 
search endeavor. Natural groups are doing what they are doing 
because they are living their lives. 

Still other studies of groups—by far the most numerous 
category—involve entities that I call quasi-groups . These studies 
use social units whose social and/or task processes are so highly 
constrained that we would not be likely to consider them as 
real, let alone natural. (These quasi-groups, however numerous 
in the small group research literature, are less pertinent to this 
chapter and will be given very little further consideration here.) 
These three categories of units of study for research on groups 
are not totally distinct. The units of study used in certain kinds 
of group studies really fit into two of the categories, and there¬ 
by the three categories are tied to one another. (See McGrath, 
1984, chapter 4, for a more complete presentation of this clas¬ 
sification system.) 

Furthermore, social units included in the category of 
natural groups are not all alike. There are at least four main 
forms, each occuring in “nature” at relatively high base rates 
but each quite different from one another in terms of their re¬ 
lation to group research. One form of natural group functions 
more or less as total embedding systems for the individuals who 
are members of the group. In these groups, the individual car¬ 
ries out a very broad band of his or her activities as part of that 
group and remains a member of that group for a relatively long 
time. An example is the family, especially for young children. 

Another form of natural group is what I call the expedi¬ 
tion, These function as embedding systems for abroad band of 
the individual’s activities, but only for a delimited period of 
time that is more or less predictable. Exemplars of this form of 
group would be such social units as an arctic wintering-over 
party, the crew of a spaceship or a submarine on a very ex¬ 
tended mission, and a child’s living group in summer camp. 

Still another form of natural group is the standing crew. 
Such groups engage only in certain types of activities—often a 
certain set of tasks in a work setting. But such groups often per- 
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sist for (or recur repeatedly during) a relatively long period of 
time, with more or less the same membership, tasks, and goals. 
A standing crew would be any case in which the same set of 
members do the same set of activities for the same organiza¬ 
tional goals in a recurring pattern. Exemplars of this form of 
group would include athletic teams, work crews, and standing 
committees of a legislature or a college. 

The fourth form of natural group in my classification sys¬ 
tem is the task force. Task forces are groups that are created by 
natural circumstances (as opposed to experimental purposes) 
for a one-time performance of a delimited task. Such groups 
exist for and deal with only a sharply delimited band of activi¬ 
ties—a specific task or mission—and they exist only for the 
period of time needed to carry out that mission. Any ad hoc 
committee is an example. So is a jury. 

In practice, the distinctions between these four forms of 
natural groups are often far less clear-cut than this classification 
schema implies. The differentiation between embedding systems 
and expeditions is a matter of how soon, and how predictably, 
the group will end. The distinction between embedding systems 
and standing crews is a matter of how broadband the set of ac¬ 
tivities are that define the group’s purposes and behaviors. The 
distinction between task forces and the other three forms de¬ 
pend both on the anticipated duration of the group as a major 
locus of action for its members and on the bandwidth of mem¬ 
ber activities that are encompassed within the group’s purview. 

Frequently, natural groups that would seem to fit one of 
these forms actually end up fitting another. Some athletic 
teams, for example, deliberately try to become more like a fam¬ 
ily, broadening the scope of activities that members do togeth¬ 
er. Conversely, some families seem to migrate toward becoming 
more like standing crews, sharply delimiting the bandwidth of 
(recurrent) activities that members carry out with one another. 
One could postulate, too, that the developing adolescent comes 
to view his or her family of orientation as an expedition, with 
its totally embedding nature soon to end as the child gains ma¬ 
turity and independence and develops other relationships that 
compete for his or her time. But at any given time, natural 
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groups can be characterized, more or less, as being one of these 
four forms; and that characterization is indicative of the central¬ 
ity, extensiveness, and intensity of the group’s role in its mem¬ 
bers’ lives. 

In principle, work groups in organizations include social 
units that fit all four of these types of natural groups: the em¬ 
bedding system that functions like a family; the expedition that 
serves as total context but for a predetermined period of time; 
the standing crew that does its tasks recurrently; and the ad hoc 
task force that does a job just once. In practice, though, the 
first type—embedding systems—probably have a low base rate as 
naturally occurring work groups in organizations. Yet, in a 
sense, this form is the most natural type of group, and it is such 
groups that we often have in mind when we talk about how im¬ 
portant it is to study “real” or “natural” groups rather than 
artificial ones. When we set out to study natural groups in work 
settings, we intend to study social units that encompass a broad 
band of member activities over a relatively long period of time. 
But we seldom end up studying work groups that are as broad¬ 
band and time enduring as families. 

Hence, much of the actual interest in natural work groups 
in organizations focuses on groups of the other three types. Ex¬ 
peditions are a form of work group of relatively high frequency 
and importance in certain kinds of organizations such as mili¬ 
tary forces. Task forces (such as ad hoc committees) are even 
more frequent in many kinds of organizations and often carry 
out very important functions. Standing crews are the core of 
the work force in most work contexts. 

These four types of natural groups are all quite different 
from one another, and we have no reason to suppose that the 
pattern of relations among their structures, processes, tasks, 
goals, members’ abilities and attitudes, and so forth are similar 
from one type to another. The matter is more complex still 
if we consider a variety of types of social units called con¬ 
cocted groups in my group classification schema (McGrath, 
1984). Concocted groups depart from “naturalness” in group 
composition, in group task, or in both. The task forces dis¬ 
cussed under natural groups, although limited in bandwidth of 
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group activities and in expected duration of the group’s exis¬ 
tence, are nevertheless “natural” in composition and are en¬ 
gaged in tasks endogenous to the organizational settings in 
which they exist. That is, the people who are members of such 
task forces are drawn from the organization within which those 
task forces are to operate, and their composition occurs by the 
operation of processes natural to that setting. Furthermore, 
those task forces are created to do tasks that are a part of the 
work of the embedding organization. 

There is overlap between natural groups of the fourth 
type, task forces, and certain kinds of concocted groups—ad hoc 
groups created for the purpose of a research study. By defini¬ 
tion, task forces as natural groups are created in forms and for 
purposes that are natural or endogenous to the context in which 
they occur. In contrast, similar but concocted groups are often 
created in forms and for purposes related to some research ac¬ 
tivity. 

The overlap can be shown by a hypothetical example. 
Suppose a department of an organization decided to form a set 
of committees to do certain important tasks. They would choose 
members from the pool of eligible members and assign them to 
specific committees by the “natural” processes routinely used 
by that part of the organization. In contrast, suppose that for 
some reason a research activity intervened just when the com¬ 
mittees were to be established. Hence, a set of committees de¬ 
signed to do the same set of tasks would be assigned, from the 
Same pool of eligibles, by the “unnatural” process of having re¬ 
searchers allocate members to committees using a randomizing 
procedure. The tasks of the two committees would be the same 
under the two sets of conditions. The actual composition of any 
one committee might in fact be the same under the two condi¬ 
tions. The composition of all committees would be, in a sense, 
the same. The distinction between natural and concocted forms 
of these social units is, at this limit, quite arbitrary; it inheres 
mainly in what the members know about the assignment process. 

But sometimes it is useful to study social units for which 
one or the other of those two major facets of “naturalness”— 
composition procedures and tasks—are constrained. There are 
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many cases in which groups doing tasks natural to (endogenous 
to) the organization are composed in much more “unnatural” 
ways than just a randomization of the allocation procedure. For 
example, I have discussed (McGrath, 1984) a category of studies 
called system tests, involving a completely arbitrary set of par¬ 
ticipants but an actual set of system tasks. Conversely, there are 
many cases in which actual group members may be studied 
while doing relatively “unnatural” tasks—either tasks that are 
simulations or representations of actual group tasks or tasks 
that are purely artificial. There is a category of such tasks that I 
refer to as training tasks ; it would include both military training 
exercises and practice games or scrimmages of athletic teams. 
Here, the group’s composition is natural, and the group’s task is 
a simulation of its endogenous tasks. 

When we modify both task naturalness as in the training 
tasks category and the naturalness of the group’s composition as 
in the system test category, we have a type of study that I call 
mock studies . I chose the term to suggest one major example 
of that type of study, the so-called mock jury study. But many 
simulations (for example, aircraft flight simulations, automobile 
driving simulations, games simulating international conflict, “in- 
basket tests,” and the like), when used with groups that are not 
composed naturally from the organization’s own membership 
and processes, would fit this category. 

If we restrict still further the naturalness of task—giving 
up any attempt to simulate tasks endogenous to the organiza¬ 
tional setting and using, instead, “artificial” tasks designed to 
maximize the precision of certain kinds of performance infor¬ 
mation—we have a category of studies that I refer to as crew 
tests. Suppose, for example, that a basketball coach conducts 
sprinting drills or dribbling and rebounding drills, or that a play 
director holds dance drills, with members of his or her team or 
chorus line. The composition of such groups is as natural as it 
can be. The tasks, however, are not natural, nor are they at¬ 
tempts to simulate the group’s natural tasks. Rather, they re¬ 
flect abilities and skills contained in and/or underlying perfor¬ 
mance of the endogenous tasks. Why would these not generate 
data of interest to the researcher who cares about task perfor¬ 
mance of work groups in organizations? 
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When we combine the use of artificial tasks with the use 
of artificial composition procedures, we have the final type of 
concocted group. I call this type, quite unelegantly, ad hoc 
laboratory groups with artificial tasks . These are the prototypi¬ 
cal “artificial laboratory groups” that so often serve as the 
whipping boys for critics of experimental approaches: groups 
composed of an arbitrary combination of individuals, previous¬ 
ly unacquainted, who interact with one another only while 
working on tasks arbitrarily assigned by the experimenter. They 
are the most restricted of the types of concocted groups. On the 
other hand, they also can be viewed as the most unconstrained 
of the types of quasi-groups that have been used in group re¬ 
search. (See McGrath, 1984, chapter 4, for further discussion of 
quasi-groups.) Such groups are, far and away, the most fre¬ 
quently used type of unit of study for the group research field. 

Why study unnatural groups? Among the conference par¬ 
ticipants and among researchers in general, the people who seem 
most committed to the development of a field of study focusing 
on task performance of work groups in organizations are also 
the people who seem to have the strongest preference for study¬ 
ing natural groups—and studying only natural groups. However, 
there are many powerful reasons why group researchers often 
choose to study social units that do not fit my category of natu¬ 
ral groups but rather are what I have termed concocted groups. 
I have presented some of those reasons elsewhere (for example, 
McGrath, 1984; Runkel and McGrath, 1972) and will deal with 
them here only briefly to make my central point. 

Take, for example, the case of jury studies. It is, in fact, 
illegal to study juries in their ongoing natural state. Some re¬ 
searchers interested in the problem have chosen to study jurors, 
retroactively—attending to the naturalness of membership but 
at the same time accepting artificiality in many other features 
of the “natural” jury situation. Other researchers have chosen 
to study what I would call mock juries—simulations of the 
presentation of evidence from a given case or cases. These mock 
jury studies are of two kinds: studies that use individuals drawn 
from jury rolls and studies that use jurors drawn from an arbi¬ 
trary but accessible population (such as college students). Both 
of these are “artificial” in composition, but in different ways; 
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and both are “artificial” in the tasks being done, but with the 
degree of that artificiality being a function of how thoroughly 
they attempt to simulate the endogenous tasks of actual juries. 
But we really cannot consider any of these kinds of jury re¬ 
search as dealing with natural groups as here defined. Should we 
therefore gainsay all opportunity to acquire empirical evidence 
about juries and their operations? 

Furthermore, if it were not illegal or otherwise impracti¬ 
cal to study actual juries as naturally occurring groups and if 
that were the only kind of study we did on the topic, those 
studies would not be very informative. After all, each jury is 
unique—it deals only with one case, under one judge in one par¬ 
ticular legal jurisdiction, and with one set of attorneys, wit¬ 
nesses, and surrounding conditions. A study of the specific jury 
that heard case 632 in courtroom B of the Muskogee county 
courthouse on June 17th, 1956, would be even more particular¬ 
istic, more idiographic, than the studies of the hypothetical 
“mine shaft 32” that I conjured up earlier in the chapter. 

Generally, we do not want to get into the courtroom 
equivalent of the “mine shaft 32” bind but rather want to learn 
about a more general topic than that. To do so, we must some¬ 
how get information on lots of cases that are somehow “the 
same” (that is, comparable) and combine that information over 
cases. In that intellectual enterprise we call science, we have no 
way to use single-case information to gain “intellectual lever¬ 
age” on a topic that is not totally particularized to that case. 

If we worked solely with “naturally occurring” juries, 
even if we got evidence from a lot of cases, we would have no 
logical basis on which to combine that information over cases. 
Each case is a specific jury hearing a specific legal case under a 
specific judge in a specific jurisdiction, and so forth. We cannot 
combine information from their results unless we are willing to 
assume that all juries (and all jurors) are alike, that all types of 
cases (murder, fraud, rape, and so on) are alike, that all judges 
are alike, and/or that all jurisdictions are alike. Those assump¬ 
tions are highly dubious (if not downright silly) to anyone who 
is a substantive system expert in the legal system. Even if we 
assume merely that at least all rape cases in a given jurisdiction 
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heard by the same judge are “the same,” we would be unlikely 
to collect data on enough instances of that kind of legal case to 
gain much inferential leverage from their aggregate results. 

Mock jury studies let us replicate the hearing of a given 
legal case with multiple juries and potentially with alternative 
judges, attorneys, and jurisdictional peculiarities. Mock studies 
certainly have their limitations, used alone. But they also offer 
lots of intellectual leverage on otherwise intractible questions 
about juries and jurors, if they are used in sensible combinations 
with studies of other types. 

I will not belabor further the many good methodological 
and conceptual reasons that one might want to study such “un¬ 
natural” units, along with rather than instead of studies of such 
natural groups. Instead, I will argue that, if we want to build a 
systematic body of knowledge about task performance of work 
groups in organizations, we had better not reject, out of hand, 
any opportunities to gain major methodological leverage on that 
relatively intractible topic. Our Humean logic and positivistic 
methods are, at best, relatively blunt instruments for acquiring 
knowledge and increasing our confidence in that knowledge. If 
we want to study anything at all complex, and we begin that ef¬ 
fort by restricting ourselves both to a very limited set of positi¬ 
vistic tools and to using only naturally occurring instances of 
the phenomena to be studied, we are burdening ourselves with 
an unnecessary, perhaps fatal, handicap. The topic is tough in 
any case. We will need all the help we can get. 

Classifying Variations in Group Tasks. Cutting across 
these distinctions about the group’s status as a natural or con¬ 
cocted group is the matter of what the group does : its tasks or 
goals or span of activities. When we set up a work crew or a task 
force, we set it up to do something—and, by implication, not to 
do many other things that such a group could do. The research 
literature on groups reflects a bewildering array of tasks that 
have been the focus of such studies. At the same time, that lit¬ 
erature reflects surprisingly little consideration of how group 
task performance depends on variations in the tasks that are 
performed. 

There have been surprisingly few attempts to develop sys- 
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tematic ways to classify group tasks. I have tried to build a task 
typology based on the best of those past efforts (McGrath, 
1984). That task classification schema specifies four related task 
performance processes: to generate, to choose, to resolve, and 
to execute. Each of those performance processes embodies two 
related subtypes: 

1. Generating plans (planning tasks) 

2. Generating ideas (creativity tasks) 

3. Choosing correct answers (problem-solving or intellective 
tasks) 

4. Choosing preferred answers (decision-making tasks) 

5. Resolving conflicts of viewpoint (cognitive conflict tasks) 

6. Resolving conflicts of interest (mixed-motive or negotiat¬ 
ing tasks) 

7. Executing tasks requiring competition against another group 
(contests or battles) 

8. Executing tasks requiring competition against standards of 
excellence (performances) 

Those eight task types are related to one another in a form that 
resembles a circumplex. Furthermore, I believe, the operating 
rules by which groups do business vary systematically across 
that circumplex, and these four task performance processes are 
systematically related to socioemotional stages of group devel¬ 
opment. If so, then this task circumplex (or some improved ver¬ 
sion of it, perhaps) can serve as another template (along with 
the group typology already discussed) for framing our ques¬ 
tions and qualifying our generalizations about groups. (See 
McGrath, 1984, especially chapter 5, for a more detailed presen¬ 
tation of this task typology). 

Work groups in organizations do tasks of all eight types 
but not with equal frequency. One way in which this task typol¬ 
ogy may help us plan for the systematic study of groups at work 
is to highlight how the frequency distribution of these types of 
tasks for naturally occurring groups is quite different than the 
frequency distribution for types of tasks included in our stud¬ 
ies. Research on group task performance has dealt mainly with 
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problem-solving and decision-making tasks (types 3 and 4) and 
to a lesser extent, with the resolution of conflicting interests and 
the allocation of rewards (type 6). There was a flurry of work, a 
few years back, on so-called creativity tasks (type 2). But in the 
workaday world of groups at work, I wonder how often most 
workers do anything that they would regard as problem solving 
or decision making or bargaining or allocation of payoffs? That 
world, I think, is much more densely filled with tasks of quite 
different types: tasks that involve performances and competi¬ 
tions (types 7 and 8) and planning tasks (type 1). These types 
of tasks are strikingly absent from the group research literature. 

A second way in which we might use this task typology 
to help our study of groups at work is by building on the idea 
that group performance is a function of different rules of com¬ 
bination of member inputs for different types of tasks. There 
are strong tendencies for results of problem-solving groups (type 
3) to reflect a “truth wins” or a “truth supported wins” combi¬ 
nation rule, for decision-making groups such as (mock) juries 
(type 4) to reflect a “strong majority” rule, and for groups en¬ 
gaged in coalition-forming and allocation tasks (type 6) to re¬ 
flect use of some form of minimum-winning-coalition rule 
(Davis, Laughlin, and Komorita, 1976). I have conjectured 
(McGrath, 1984) that groups engaged in intergroup competi¬ 
tions (type 7) reflect a conjunctive combinatorial rule, to wit: 
that the team with the “strongest weakest link” will win. If these 
or other specific operating rules are accurate descriptions for 
task performance of groups doing tasks of different types, then 
people interested in research on task performance of work 
groups in organizations had better take task type into account 
in all their empirical and theoretical activities. Otherwise, they 
will be faced with the same kind of dichotomous choice posed 
earlier in the discussion about generalization versus particularity 
across variations in groups. Without some conception of task 
type differences, we must choose either to be willing to gener¬ 
alize across all groups regardless of task or not to be willing to 
generalize at all across groups that have even very minor differ¬ 
ences in tasks. We must avoid confronting ourselves with such 
choices of “to be ... or not to be . . . .” 
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Inclusion of a Broad Band of Content. One further impli¬ 
cation of the diversity of tasks in the group area and of the high 
level of variation that is accounted for by yet unspecified fea¬ 
tures of groups is that we need to bring to our study of groups a 
broadband conception of what the relevant phenomena are. We 
need a study of groups that is broader than just task perfor¬ 
mance; broader, too, than just cognition; broader, indeed, than 
any single process currently in fashion in the supporting behav¬ 
ioral sciences. If we are to study work groups in organizations as 
intact social systems, we must study all of the processes that go 
on in that “system”—not only cognitive and decision-making 
processes but also motivational, behavioral, and conative pro¬ 
cesses, as well as affective, evaluative, and emotional processes, 
plus whatever else goes on in those systems. Much of the tone 
of the conference on which this book is based seemed to imply 
that the study of work groups in organizations ought to study 
only task performance processes. I think that is a misguided ex¬ 
clusivity. A successful field of study dealing with work groups 
in organizations certainly must treat the group’s task perfor¬ 
mances as of special interest. At the same time, we would 
undercut that enterprise, I believe, if we insisted that task per¬ 
formance be the only set of processes of interest within those 
intact social systems. If we are to study , successfully, work 
groups m organizations , we must do it not by studying the work 
of groups but by studying groups at work. 

Substantive Requirements 

The central substantive issues in any topical area revolve 
around what the important phenomena are and how they are to 
be construed. In the present case, if work groups in organiza¬ 
tions are to be viewed as intact social systems, interdependent 
with their surroundings, then we need to study such groups in 
ways that allow us to learn about group behavior in relation to 
that context. 

One crucial feature of the context is its temporal struc¬ 
ture. Furthermore, one crucial aspect of group behavior is its 
temporal patterning. Hence, we need to study work groups dy- 
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namically; that is, we need to take into account temporal fea¬ 
tures of the group’s context, as well as temporal patterns in the 
group’s behavior. Furthermore, the phenomena of most central 
concern are the processes by which groups do what they do, not 
the inputs to those performances and not the products or out¬ 
comes of them. 

Group Behavior in Context . The need to study group be¬ 
havior as it occurs within the group’s time/place/thing context 
has methodological and conceptual implications as well as sub¬ 
stantive ones. On the methodological side, we must reckon with 
the potential distortion, as well as the massive reduction in po¬ 
tential information gain, that can result from cutting our phe¬ 
nomena out of their context. That issue has been raised oblique¬ 
ly in earlier sections; it is a far more complex question than the 
simple argument about whether to study groups in the lab or 
the field. 

The context question is also a matter of conceptual strat¬ 
egy. If we are to take a view of groups that stresses their status 
as intact social systems, we need to think of group behavior as 
action within a complex context with which the focal system 
(the group) is intricately interdependent. This is true for the 
study of groups in general, I would argue. It is even more the 
case for the study of work groups within organizations. The em¬ 
bedding organization is a crucial part of any workgroup’s con¬ 
text, and the pattern of mutual interdependence between the 
group and the surrounding organization is a crucial part of the 
pattern of substantive phenomena to be explored. 

A number of the contributors to this volume made in¬ 
direct reference to these contextual issues. One would certainly 
infer from Schwartzman’s (Chapter Seven) general point of view 
that she would insist on a full treatment of group context. 
Hackman and Walton (Chapters Three and Five) also seem to 
assume the importance of context; it is an inevitable conse¬ 
quence of their concern with groups as intact social systems. 
Davis and Kerr (Chapter Nine) recognize contextual problems as 
particularly intractible in specific empirical instances and see 
this intractibility as adding urgency to the use of powerful for¬ 
mal models that let us transcend those particulars. Goodman 
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(Chapter Four) treats contextual complexity as a critical feature 
of our field that prevents us from generalizing and requires us to 
follow the ideographic approach he advocates. 

Temporal Patterns . One important facet of that critical 
contextual fabric is its temporal structure, and here perhaps 
more than anywhere else we have simply failed to deal with it. 
We have long talked about group dynamics, which originally 
had a time-based meaning, but we have certainly been sparing in 
our practice of it. Moreover, there are at least two sides to the 
temporal question. One is more or less a methodological issue: 
We must take seriously the idea of studying groups over time 
and of paying attention to the ways in which they change over 
time quite apart from our experimental activities. We have long 
recognized the need for longitudinal studies—and recognized 
some of their major limitations and difficulties. But we have not 
practiced them much. And when we have, it has most often 
been in the form of a simple before-after design that leaves 
much of the causal process to the imagination of the researcher. 
(The group research area is not especially notable in its lack of 
attention to these temporal matters. Virtually all of the behav¬ 
ioral sciences have given short shrift to time. See McGrath and 
Kelly, forthcoming.) 

The other face of the temporal issue is that there is much 
temporal patterning in the group’s behavior, and we need to 
deal more adequately with such temporal factors that are a part 
of the phenomena themselves. This is one area in which group 
research has been making some progress in recent years. There 
have been several major efforts to study the temporal flow of 
interpersonal interaction. Some of these (Jaffe and Feldstein, 
1970; Dabbs, 1983; Warner, 1979) have concentrated on the 
temporal pattern of sounds and silences. Others (Gottman, 
1979a, 1979b) have also been concerned with the content of 
that interaction and with patterns of mutual influence. Both 
of those sets of work have drawn on sophisticated data collec¬ 
tion systems involving complex computer-aided audio-visual 
recording systems, and sophisticated data analysis methods such 
as Fourier analyses. Still others (for example, Kelly and McGrath, 
1985; McGrath and Kelly, forthcoming; McGrath, Kelly, and 
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Machatka, 1984; Warner, 1979, 1984) have developed concep¬ 
tual models of temporal processes (“social entrainment”) by 
which group members influence one another, and by which 
they are collectively influenced by outside forces. The latter 
work has also shown such entrainment effects for group task 
performance processes, effects that are manifested in interac¬ 
tion patterns, in productivity rate and in aspects of product 
quality. This, of course, is at the heart of the study of groups at 
work. 

Focus on Group Process . That we have given so little at¬ 
tention to temporal factors in the study of groups is closely re¬ 
lated to our emphasis on structure rather than process. In spite 
of considerable lip service to the idea of group dynamics, main¬ 
ly what we have studied has been group statics, and we have 
used relatively simple input-output models to do so. We have 
talked about process to a moderate extent, but, as with multiple 
methods and use of theory, there has been at best a very loose 
coupling of talk to action. 

As with dynamics, we must begin to take seriously the 
idea of process. We often try to finesse the process issue by as¬ 
suming that all important aspects of process can be captured 
in a “series of states/’ if only that series is just fine grained 
enough. We seldom obtain a very fine-grained set of measures in 
any case; most often we have only a “snapshot”or two. But, I 
am arguing here, even if we did have data from a series of occa¬ 
sions that offered a very fine-grained picture of a time-ordered 
“series of states,” we would probably still miss much of the es¬ 
sence of the underlying process(es) because we continue to 
think about ongoing process as if it were nothing but (that is, 
merely) a succession of states. 

That kind of interpretation in the group area is analogous 
to viewing the growth process as nothing but & series of mea¬ 
surements of height and weight. Such a series of “states” is not 
a good representation of process, however accurate those mea¬ 
surements and however small the time interval between succes¬ 
sive measures. Growth is more than that. The current and recur¬ 
rent status of a set of processes (a system or subsystem) can be 
assessed by such measures. Differences from one measure to the 
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next represent an assessment of change in the status of the sys¬ 
tem. Number of inches and number of pounds reflect the state 
of the system at the time of those measurements. Change in 
inches per day and change in pounds per day are indexes of 
growth of that system. But they do not provide a description, 
much less an explanation, of the growth process itself. 

The results of the studies of temporal patterning noted 
above, particularly the work on “social entrainment” noted 
there, point up one major reason why we often fail to study 
process even when we get a fine-grained time-ordered series of 
measures of the phenomena in question. Much of group behav¬ 
ior is cyclical rather than linear . Those cycles indicate underly¬ 
ing periodicities or rhythms that themselves are a function of a 
variety of factors (group size, task type, verbal proclivities of 
members, past history, and so forth). If we regard our observa¬ 
tions as involving a temporally ordered series of “states,” even 
if that series is relatively fine grained temporally, we are not 
likely to interpret those observations as invplving recurrent 
cycles. Instead, such data are likely to be analyzed in terms of 
differences between successive measures (that is, as before-after 
changes) or perhaps as an early-middle-late sequence. If the 
underlying processes are really recurrent cycles (for example, 
sine waves), the pattern of such differences will be chaotic, 
even if the recurrent cycles are quite regular. Such chaotic 
values would be likely unless we just happened to use the period 
of the cycle as the interval between our measures. If we did the 
latter, we would find no differences at all. If behavior is rhyth¬ 
mic, we will not find out about it in designs geared to assessing 
only linear changes over time. 

Some of the work that shows promise in this domain be¬ 
gins with the premise that many features of behavior of individ¬ 
uals and groups are periodic; those studies search for the phase, 
periodicity, and intensity of those temporal patterns. (See, for 
example, Dabbs, 1983; Kelly and McGrath, 1985; Jaffe and 
Feldstein, 1970; McGrath and Kelly, forthcoming; Warner, 
1979, 1984). A next step in that chain of logic, after temporal 
patterns have been identified and verified, is to try to manipu¬ 
late conditions (of composition, structure, situation, and the 



Studying Groups at Work 


389 


like) so as to modulate those rhythms in predictable ways. 
From results of those activities, one may be able to infer the 
pattern of periodicities underlying the behaviors, the nature of 
the underlying processes that are driving those behavioral 
rhythms, and the nature of the processes by which those 
rhythms can be modified. Such an approach, it seems to me, is a 
way to study group processes within a dynamic, contextual 
framework. 


Concluding Comments 

The past fifty-some years of intensive study of small- 
group processes and structure has yielded much valuable re¬ 
search information. But there has been much chaff among the 
wheat. Furthermore, the recent annual yield of information has 
been far below the bumper crops of some years of the past. 
However, those recent smaller crops may have a higher-quality 
product; we may be better positioned, nowadays, to assess 
and use the information that we gain from small-group research. 

From a far less informed position, I would venture that 
the situation is very much the same in the study of work in or¬ 
ganizations. We have gained much from the past, and we cur¬ 
rently are generating research information at a reduced rate but 
perhaps of a higher quality. 

If we are going to take seriously the idea of a field of 
study that is, more or less, the intersection of those two areas 
—small group research and research on work in organizations— 
then we should also be concerned with how researchers in that 
“new” area of study —research on the task performance of work 
groups in organizations —can best gain from the past research ef¬ 
forts of those two underlying areas while at the same time 
avoiding their most serious pitfalls. This chapter has been ad¬ 
dressed to those concerns and has dealt with them by postulat¬ 
ing a series of requirements, or critical needs, for building such a 
field of study. 

I have argued for ten such critical needs. Some of those 
requirements are methodological: We need to develop better 
data collection tools and use broader research strategies, includ- 
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ing a stronger focus on theory. Some of those requirements are 
conceptual: We need to study groups as intact systems at a 
group level, to deal with the variation in types of groups and 
types of tasks, and to include a broader range of content as part 
of the phenomena of interest. Some of the critical requirements 
are substantive: We need to study groups in context, to give 
much more attention to temporal features of both the context 
and the group’s behavior, and to focus on group process rather 
than group structure or outcomes. 

If we give only lip service to those critical needs—as has 
too often been the case in many areas of the behavioral sciences 
in the past—then we will surely not get to harvest a bumper 
crop of high-grade information. On the other hand, if we take 
all ten critical needs seriously, and do our best to meet them, 
we still may not get a good crop. In research, there is no guaran¬ 
tee that a whole field will not turn out to be barren. 
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